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On the archetypal level of Hamlet, Polonius embodies
three roles--the wise old man, the fool, and the scapegoat--
in a schema composed also of embodiments of the archetypal
hero-prince, the anima, the racial father, the shadow, the




From the wise old man, Poloniu7 degenerates into the
typal fool who, being on the periphery of the social
constantly tries to secure his position.
the wise old ma" archetype has both a positive
denoted in his relationship to Ophelia, and a
which is shown in his relationship to Hamlet.
arche-
order,
Within his role as
fool, Polonius resembles the vice figure of the old morality
plays and the archetypal trickster
complexity to this role. From the
into a scapegoat, in which form he
fiqure, Loth of which add
fool, Polonius degenerates
resembles another scape-
goat figure in Shakespeare, Falstaff, and is sacrificed, at
which time he both substitutes for the king and portends his
death. Polonius' degeneration and denouement within his roles
contrast, through symbols connected with the mother archetype,
with the sacrifice of the hero, Hamlet, which is preceded not
by a degeneration but by a journey which fits the model of
the archetypal night sea journey. After this journey, a
reoriented and reborn Hamlet sacrifices himself, and, in so
doing, makes possible the resurqence of a new order, the old
society having been destroyed symbolically at Polonius' death.
Although the two sacrifices are contrasted in the play--
Polonius is truncated and Hamlet's is transcendent--both
are necessary to reform and revitalize a corrupt and dying
social order.
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CHAPTER I
POLONIUS AND THE ARCHETYPAL APPROACH
In a study of the archetypal content of Hamlet, for
which the action is seminal, Polonius emerges as a major
character, embodying three archetypal roles--the wise old
man, the fool, and the scapegoat. In so doing, he influences
and is influenced by the play's other major archetypes—the
hero-prince, the anima, the racial father, the shadow, the
terrible mother, and the night sea journey; the interdepen-
dence of these archetypes produces In part the artistic
effect of the play. The analysis and understandinr- of this
level of Hamlet take the reader into another realm—the world
of images and symbols which exists in the unconscious mind
and erupts from time to time in myths, rituals, dreams, or
art. The play exists on this level, which is not patterned
wholly on external reality, as well as on the actual or
literal level, with both levels supnortinr- each other.
First, Polonius is an incarnation of the wise old man
archetype. This archetype, which, like the others, contains
within itself and reconciles its opposites, has both a nosi-
tive side, in Polinius' relationship with rphelia, and a nega-
tive side, in Polonius' relationship with Hamlet. ecause
1
2
It is the negative side of the vise old man which Hamlet
encounters, he disparages Polonius, at times unmercifully,
because Polonius is not living up to his positive aspect
of leading the hero spiritually and helping him gain insight.
Rather, in Hamlet's case, he constantly mistakes spiritual
distress for physical distress. It is in this mistaking of
the cause of Hamlet's agony that he begins to play the fool.
Although he has some insight into Haml3t's problem, his first
thought is to use it to solidify his position in the court.
In trying to impress Claudius and Gertrude with his knowledge,
he begins to occupy the archetypal social position of the fool
which, according to J.E. Cirlot's synopsis of the traditional
meaning of symbols, is on the periphery of the social order.'
Within his role as fool, Polonius also resembles the vice
figure of the old morality plays and the archetypal tric
kster
figure, both of which add complexity to this role.
The movement from wise old man to fool culminates
In Polonius' being the man behind the arras, the man who
Is killed instead of the king in Gertrude's bedroom; for
the fool, Cirlot says, as an inversion of the king, is often
chosen as a substitute for the king in the ritual sacrifice
of humans. "Thou wretched, rash, intruding fool, forewent/
I took thee for thy better" (III.iv.32-3),3 says, Hamlet,
1J.F. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, trans. Jack
Sage (New York: Philosophical Library, 19 2), p. 105.
2Ibid., r. 48.
3Th1s, and all other quotations from Shakespeare's
3
appropriately describing Polonius' death and portending the
king's death.
Polonius' degeneration and denouement within these
roles is crucial to the play; for the sacrifice of uhe fool
contrasts, through symbols connected with the mother
archetype, with the sacrifice of the hero, which is preceded
not by a degeneration but by a journey which fits the model
of the archetypal night sea journey and furnishes an explana-
tion, in symbolic terms, for Hamlet's change. After the trip
to England, a reoriented and reborn Hamlet sacrifices himself
and, in so doing, makes possible the resurgence of a new
order, the old society having been destroyed symbolically at
Polonius' death. Thus, on the archetypal level, Polonius is
a vital character, for his truncated sacrifice, which is the
climax of the literal level, contrasts with the sacrifice of
Hamlet, which is the climax of the symbolic level and is
transcendent. Thus the study of Polonius, perhaps the most
glossed over and ignored of Shakespeare's characters, can
provide an important avenue of approach to a most complex
play.
Although a detailed discussion of archetypes and the
archetypal approach is beyond the scope of this paper, a few
points need to be made concerning their use in this study.
First, Jung's concept of the collective unconscious mind must
plays, are taken from Sylvan Barnet, ed., The Complete Siynet
Classic Shakespeare (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
Tnc., 1972), p. 9/;3.
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be distinguished from Freud's view of the unconscious mind.
To Freud, Jung says, the unconscious mind is mainly indivi-
dual and personal, a "gathering place of forgotten and
repressed 
contents.”4 This level of the unconscious mind is
a tabula rasa at birth. Below this level, however, Jung dis
-
tinguishes another "stratum or form of the unconscious,
containing the 'supra-individual' qualities which were n
ot
acquired but inherited."5 This layer, which Jung calls 
the
collective unconscious to distinguish it from the first
layer, exists in  toto at birth. Its contents, the "sum 
total
of inborn forms peculiar to the instincts,"6 he calls
archetypes. Thus just as the personal unconscious mind 
is
an individual one, the collective unconscious mind bel
ongs
to the entire race. These archetypes, Jung says, e
rupt in
dreams, myths, fairytales, esoteric teachings,7 and in 
man's
consciousness when it is in a pathological state.8 Ev
en so,
their true nature may never be known, for, as Jolande 
Jacobi,
a disciple of Jung's, states,
one can never encounter the "archetype as such"
14Carl Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective
Unconscious, trans. R.F.C. Hull (New York: Pantheon B
ooks,
1959), P. 3.
5Carl Jung, Contributions to Analytical Psychology,
trans. H.G. and Cary F. Baynes (New York: Harcourt, B
race
and Company, 1928), p. 275.
6Carl Jung, Symbols of Transformation, trans. R.F.C.
Hull (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956), p. 408.
7Jung, The Archetypes, p. 5.
8Ibid., p. 285.
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directly, but only indirectly, when it is manifested
In the archetypal image, in a symbol, or in a complex
or symptom. As long as something is unconscious, no
statement can be made about it; hence Any statement
about the archetype is an "inference."
One can only approach the collective unconscious mind, Jacobi
says, through the symbol, which acts as "a kind of mediatory
between the incompatibles of consciousness and the uncon-
scious, between the hidden and the manifest."10 Thus symbols
should not be confused with archetypes as such, but should
be viewed as a bridge to or a reflection of the contents of
the collective unconscious mind.
For the purpose of clarity, the archetypes should
also be distinguished from two other concepts with which
they are sometimes confused--the platonic concept of univer-
sal forms and the device of allegory. First, the archetypes
are not forms, of which the contents of the temporal world
are but shadows; they are not, Jacobi says, an "inherited
Idea, but rather an inherited mode of psychic functioning.
ull
They are the same in all humans, and they exist only in the
human mind. Second, Jung himself distinguishes archetypes
from allegorical elements: an allegory, says Jung, "points
to something all too familia4" but the archetypes renresent
"sorething not clearly known and yet profoundly alive."12
9Jolande Jacobi, Complex/Archetype/Symbol, trans.
Ralph Manheim (New York: Pantheon Books, 1959), p. 75.
10Ibid., p. 100. llIbid., p.
1 2Carl Jung, Modern Man in Search of a Soul, trans.
W.S. Dell and Cary F. Baynei—TNew York: Harcourt, Brace
and World, Inc., 1933), p. 171.
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For instance, an author may produce an allegorical work by
connecting the action, via connotative words, images, or
symbols, to a cultural structure, such as Christianity, the
success of the allegorical connection depending on the
reader's already knowing the second, alluded-to construction.
The archetypes, however, point to the vast unknown.
There are several limitations of and dangers in the
archetypal approach. The major pitfall of archetypal-based
literary criticism is the ceaseless matching of pattern
with manifestation without explaining how the new knowledge
affects or enhances the interpretation of the art work.
Unlike the anthropologist, the literary critic should inter-
pret the archetypal symbols only in the context of an art
work.
Also, not all works of literature are to be evaluated
in the archetypal fashion. Jung clearly distinguishes
between two kinds of literature--the psychological and the
visionary. The first, he s. s, deals with mankind's
conscious life, the elements of which are
psychically assimilated by the poet, raised from
the commonplace to the level of poetic experience,
and given an expression which forces the reader
to greater clarity and depth of human insight by
bringing fully into his consciousness what he
ordinarily evades and overloolfq or senses only with
a feeling of dull discomfort. -
It deals always, he says, with man's conscious life. The




elements of the "primordial experience whichurpassl man's
understanding. ”14 Works of literature in the visionary
mode cannot be interpreted adequately by literal and rational
methods only. In fact, it is the presence of visionary ele-
ments in Hamlet that may well account for many of its
puzzling aspects, those which have troubled many critics,
among them T.S. Eliot, whose consternation caused him to
pronounce Hamlet "an artistic failure."15
Also, just as not all works of literature are
suitable for archetypal criticism, not all aspects of a
suitable work can be illuminated by it. Other approaches,
such as the historical, the formalistic, and the moral, are
needed for a full understanding. No art work is totally
archetypal, for although the artist possesses what Jacobi
calls the archetypal "possibilities of representation,
he also has a personal unconscious and a conscious mind.
He is an individual with a singular set of experiences and
memories and a unique talent, existing in a temporal frame-
work, all of which may affect the final art work as much as
the contents of the collective unconscious mind.
Moreover, although the archetypal critic may bring
into focus some of the submerged materials of the artist,
14Ibid., pp. 156-7.
15T.S. Eliot, "Hamlet and his Problems," in Twentieth
Century Interpretations of "Hamlet," ed. David Bevington
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968), p. 24.
16jacobi, p. 52.
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he is at as much of a loss as any other type of critic in
explaining how the artist is able to take raw materials--
some of which are so hidden that ritual has not even been
provided for them--and turn them into an aesthetic master-
piece. For instance, although Shakespeare used contemporary
folklore and ceremonies (many of which are archetypally
based) in his work, he turned the crude, often clumsy,
manifestations into art; he gave them "a local habitation
and a name" (MND V.i. 17). It took many generations of
Englishmen to verbalize, cultivate, and embellish the super-
stitions concerning fairies, but it only took one artist to
create a Titania. So although the artist shares with all
mankind the propensity toward certain forms and the need to
bring them to consciousness, either verbally or ceremonially,
he alone can turn them into poetry.
However, the archetypal approach is especially
valuable in that it can help explain the submerged tone of
an art work by bringing together seemingly discordant
elements. Because of this, the archetypal critic elevates
an author, for to utilize the archetypal mode, perhaps more
so than in any other avenue of approach, is to take for
granted that every scene is an integral part of the effect.
In fact, sometimes scenes which disconnect the thread of
action and thus disturb the linear movement of the literal
level are found to contribute much to the basic schema of
the archetypal level. That Shakespeare's plays, particularly,
contain such seemingly disruptive elements is discussed by
9
various critics, among them Levin Schucking, who notes in
Shakespeare what he calls a "tendency to episodic
intensification"; that is, he says, Shakespeare "sometimes
Introduces or amplifies details which cause us to lose the
sense of a connected whole."17 This is because, Schucking
says, Shakespeare often fills out plots, which he, contrary
to traditional dramatic practice, uses mainly as a vehicle
for developing characters,18 by creating characters who are
expendable. For instance, he says, Shakespeare did not know
what to do with Ophelia after her one necessary scene (as
a ploy in the eavesdropping scene), but he knew of another
drama in which a mad girl singing songs had proven an
effective device, so he rather arbitrarily and opportun-
istically borrowed it. This is why, Schucking says, her
madness and death scene have no bearing on the outcome of
the play.19 However, while Ophelia's characteristics and
destiny may be extraneous to the main line of action--the
carrying out of revenge--they are highly significant on the
archetypal level, establishing Ophelia even more firmly
than before as an anima figure, a figure which relates
directly to and affects the roles embodied by Polonius and
Hamlet.
The use of the archetypal approach can also sometimes
help mediate critical problems, such as the one involving
17Levin Ludwig Schucking, Character Problems in
Shakespeare (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1922), p. 114.
18Ibid., pp. 146-7. 19Ibid., pp. 150-1.
10
Hamlet's Oedipus complex, probably the most emotion-tinged
controversy concerning the play. Sigmund Freud, in 1910,
first proposed this theory that the reason for Hamlet's
delay was a reactivation of the Oedipus complex; Hamlet
could not punish Claudius, Freud contended, because he had
harbored the same feelings of hostility toward the elder
Hamlet, wishing him out of the way so he could have the
mother to himself.20 This theory was further explicated by
Ernest Jones in Hamlet and Oedipus, published in i954; and
its presence in the play is now, according to Norman N.
Holland, a point of agreement among psychoanalytic
commentators,21 although critics working in other branches
of literary criticism disagree, often strongly, unwilling
to accept such baseness in a character they consider heroic.
However, the fact that Hamlet may exhibit the symptoms of a
reactivated Oedipus complex does little to explain its effect
on the play; this is more aptly done by examining the complex
not as an element of the personal unconscious, where it
demands literal expression, but as an element of the
collective unconscious mind, where Jacobi says it takes the
form of a longing for a paradisal state free from respon-
sibility, for which the womb of the mother is a universal
20Sigmund Freud, Five Lectures on Psychoanalysis,
Leonardo da Vinci, and Other Works, trans. James Strachey
(London: The Hogarth Press, 1964), p. 47.
21Norman N. Holland, Psychoanalysis and Shakespeare
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1964), p. 193.
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symbol.22 On this level, the complex can be satisfied and
dissolved, the individual attaininr a rebirth not through
the mother but through archetypal symbols which embody her.
This is what happens in Hamlet, and it is this which can
dissolve the critical problem. The grotesque element is
present, but it is transmuted into the spiritual in the
course of the play; and it is this spiritual growth which,
in part, accounts for the heroic nature of Hamlet.
In writing Hamlet, Shakespeare's sources, in addition
to the historical and personal ones, were universal symbols
and images--the archetypes--which strike a chord in the
reader's unconscious mind and give the play a vibration
which is submerged below the surface of its action. The
ability to tap these sources is a characteristic of genius;
the ability to put the dredged material into an aesthetic
framework raises the artist to the level of magician or
priest, for in this way the artist enables others tc share
in his vision if, as Jung says, the reader chooses:
To grasp its meaning, we must allow it c the
archetype") to shape us as it once shape him (the
artist]. Then we understand the nature of his
experience. We see that he has drawn upon the
healing and redeeming forces of the collective
psyche that underlies consciousness with its
Isolation and its painful errors; that he has
penetrated to that matrix of life in which all
men are embedded, which imparts a common rhythm
to all human existence, and allows the individual
to communicate his eling and his striving to
mankind as a whole. ,̀
22Jacobi, p. 90.
23Jung, Modern Man, p. 172.
CHAPTER II
THE ARCHETYPAL SCHEMA OF HAMLET 
On the archetypal level, Hamlet is structured on
a movement between and reconciliation of opposites, a not
unlikely design, since the archetypes are, Jacobi says,
related ultimately to the "unity of the primordial opposites
such as light-dark, heaven-earth, etc., the groundwork of
creation itself." The first instance of this dualism is
the contrast between light and dark emphasized in Horatio's
conversation with Rarnardo and Marcellus. The conversation
roes as follows: when the ghost, whose very presence
portends trouble to the men, leaves,Barnardo says that it
was the cock's crowing that startled it. Horatio answers
that it is true to form that the ghost should leave at the
beginning of day. Then Marcellus reiterates that it "faded
on the crowing of the cock" (I.i. 157), and adds that, just
before Christmas, the "bird of dawning singeth all night
long" (I.i. 160), and no spirits or evil influences can
stir. In this first scene, light is spoken of as a spiritual
force; and darkness is seen, as Cirlot says it traditionally
Is in literature, to be associated with the "principle of
'Jacobi, p. 56.
12




the ghost portends that something is wrong, not only
militarily, but also with the society as a whole. Moreover,
that such a hero as Hamlet will appear to deal with these
forces is also indicated by this first scene, for, according
to Mircea Eliade, the night watch is one of the symbols of
the hero's initiation process, a motif which surfaced
beginning in the twelfth century in literature, notably in
the Arthurian Romance. For instance, he says, Percival, in
a scene typical of the initiatory night watch, stays the
night in a chapel containing a dead knight.3 Likewise,
Hamlet braves association with the dead in the fourth and
fifth scenes of the first act, which also take place during
a night watch.
Hamlet's recognition of the presence of opposites
in his world is what makes it impossible for him to make up
his mind; it is what makes him, in Harry Levin's words, "a
state of perplexity into which we enter, the very person-
ification of doubtfulness."4 This is shown not only by 
his
postponing again and again the very revenge for which he
says, also again and again, that he thirsts, but also in
2Cirlot, p. 173.
3Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation,
trans. Willard R. Trask (Tg17—York: Harper and Row, f7-
65),
Pp. 124-5.
4h,arry Levin, The Question of "Hamlet" (London:
Oxford University Press, Inc., 1959: reprint ed., New York:
The Viking Press, 1961), p. 74.
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his interaction with the other characters. Hamlet derides
Polonius, calling him a "fishmonger" (II.11.174), notes that
old men have a "plentiful lack of wit, together with most
weak hams" (II.11.201-2), and calls him a "tedious old fool"
(11.11.221); however, later in the same scene, Hamlet says
to him, "Use them (the players] after your own honor and
dignity" (11.11.542), and, he cautions the players about
Polonius, "Follow that lord, and look you mock him not"
(11.11.555-6). Also, Hamlet both loves and hates his mother.
He switches from respect to belittlement of his father,
calling him "old mole" (I.v.162). Even Hamlet himself, act-
ing as heaven's "scourge and minister" (III.1v.176), is
capable of saying, also in the same scene, of a man he has
just murdered, "I'll lug the guts into the other room"
(III.iv.213). This puzzling fluctuation of attitude is
caused not only by Hamlet's subjective perception of reality
but also by the bifurcated nature of the archetypes. It is
only at the end of the play that the opposites merge into
one another, creating the wholeness toward which the elements
of the symbolic level have been moving.
The degeneration of Polonius from wise old man to
scapegoat and the contrast of his truncated sacrifice with
the transcendent sacrifice of the hero is interlaced with
the other archetypal figures which comprise the symbolic
schema. As a part of this schema, Polonius affects and is
affected by la.mlet as an embodiment of the hero-prince,
Ophelia as the maiden and the anima, Claudius as the shadow,
15
the elder Hamlet as the racial father, and lertrude as the
mother. The night sea journey, another archetype, is also
crucial to the symbolic unity of the play. A somewhat
different schema is suggested by V.I.D. Scott; his entire
statement concerning archetypal figures in Hamlet goes thusly:
It is possible to visualize the main characters
according to the conception of Jung, as components
of Hamlet's total psyche. Polonius and Gertrude
thus appear as distorted forms of the archetypal
wise old man and great mother; Ophelia is the anima,
Claudius the dark shadow and the ghost the persona.
Only Horatio, as the helpful shadow, promotes any
satisfactory stability in the psyche, and this
structure expresses quite well the flaws responsible
for the imperfect integration which we observe in
Hamlet, and which is largely responsible for his
failure to cope with the situation confronting him.5
However, Scott does not develop his insight or fit it into
an interpretation of the play. Another archetypal reading
which, for the most part, is irrelevant to this study, is
that by W.O. Wolfinger, who sees the play as
the struggle of man against his own attributes,
which must be overcome by the protagonist before he
can achieve the liberation or identification with
the Higher Self which to most of the world's great
religions represents salvation. Polonius, the
"prating knave," is worldly wisdom; Ophelia, illusion;
. . . Gertrude, the psychic or emotional nature, and
Claudius, the final adversary, is the rational
Intellect, which man ordiparily identifies with his
ego or sense of selfhood.°
Although the archetypal clusters deserve more, only those
aspects of them which relate to Polonius' roles will be
5W.I.D. Scott, Shakespeare's Melancholics (London:
Mills and Boon Limited, 1920; reprint ed., Folcroft, Pa.:
The Folcroft Press, Inc., 1969), p. 106.
6W.O. Wolfinger, "The Seven Deaths in Hamlet,"
Cresset 28 (1965): 7.
16
discussed in this chapter.
The most outstanding characteristic of the hero-
prince, says Cirlot, is his intuition;7 and, true to form,
it is Hamlet's intuition ("Oh, my prophetic soul! My uncle?"
LI.v.40-1.,, he says) which he uses, as Cirlot says the hero
must, to conquer himself,
8 that distinguishes him from the
other characters in the play. Polonius, who has some intu-
ition, uses it to gain favor at court. Claudius admits his
guilt, but prays in vain. Gertrude is forced by Ham3et to
see her "black and grained spots" (III.iv.91), but, instead
of attempting any kind of salvation, falls back into her
shallow way of living. Hamlet, though, not only renews him-
self but also, by his death, makes possible the renewal of
the society. He, who solves his own problems symbolically,
also solves the problems of the society, in keeping with the
character of the hero, for whom, Cirlot says, the historical
and the symbolic "are one and the same thing. "9 (Hamlet's
role as hero-prince is discussed again in Chapter Six.)
In discussing Jung's work, Frieda Fordham says
that the anima archetype is often associated with water
and with its figures, the mermaid, the water sprite, and the




10Frieda Fordham, An Introduction to Jung's Psychology 
(Baltimore, Md: Penguin TEoks, 1956), p.-714.
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in the words used to describe her. Hamlet calls her a nymph
in the lines, "Nymph, in thy orisons/Be all my sins remembered"
(111.1.88-9), and Gertrude refers to the buoyancy of her
skirts as "mermaidlike" (IV.vii.176). Her death, then,
Instead of being, as Chariton Lewis, among others, contends,
"a rather conventional device for disposing of her,"11 is
highly appropriate on the symbolic level, even though it may
disturb the linear movement of the main plot. Ophelia, after
losing the two men closest to her, her father and Hamlet, who
represent her animus (Jung's term for the male side of the
female psyche), falls, as Gertrude describes, "like a crea-
ture native and imbued/Unto that element" (IV.vii.179-80),
water, a fitting element since, as Cirlot states, it is a
symbol of the unconscious.
12
 Thus, her madness and death
not only fit her archetype, but also parallel Hamlet's "antic
disposition" (I.v.172). The symbols for this parallel are
contained in Horatio's admonition to Hamlet, beginning "What
if it tempt you toward the flood, my lord" (I.iv.68-78); for,
in this speech, falling, madness, and drowning are linked,
just as they are at Ophelia's death. Hamlet, however, emerges
reborn after "falling" into his unconscious, while Ophelia
does not. Thus, appropriately, when Hamlet returns from
England, one of his first encounters, after meeting Horatio,
11Charlton Lewis, The Genesis of "Hamlet" (New York:
Henry Holt and Co., 1907; reprint ed., Port Washington, N.Y.:
Kennikat Press, Inc., 1967), p. 120.
12Cirlot, p. 345.
18
is Ophelia's funeral train. She, who represents his female
side, has gone mad and died in the same time period in which
Hamlet has regained his rationality.
The anima figure is embedded in t-Le symbolic struc-
ture of the play in its relationship with th wise old man
(which will be discussed in Chapter Three) and with the hero,
of whose womanly side it is a personification. The anima,
says M.-L.von Franz, stands for "all feminine psychological
tendencies in a man's psyche." Shaped by the mother, he
continues, it may express itself in "irritable, depressed
moods, uncertainity, insecurity, and touchiness"--3 if the
influence of the mother is negative. It is no accident,
then, that the feminine side of Hamlet is emphasized so
often in the play. "'Tis unmanly grief" (1.11.94), Claudius
says, at Hamlet's mourning for his father. Gertrude refers
several times to Hamlet's womanly side. For example, after
the fight at Ophelia's grave, she says,
Anon, as patient as the female dove
When that her golden couplets are disclosed
His silence will sit drooping (V.1.287-9).
Also, and more importantly, Hamlet makes disparaging remarks
about his female side. Instead of acting, he says, he falls
"a-cursing like a very drab" (11.11.598). This attitude is
consistent with Hamlet's misogny, for, as Holland says, "a
man needs to accept the feminine component in himself to be
13M.-L. von Franz, "The Process of Individuation," in
Man and his Symbols, eds: C.G. Jung and M.-L. von Franz
TTwYorE Dell Publishing Co., Inc., 1964), pp. 186-7.
„
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a good heterosexual lover--if he cannot love the woman in
himself, he cannot love it in another."14 Thus Hamlet, who
hates the womanly side of his psyche, holding it partly
responsible for his being unable to averw,e his father's
death, projects this dislike onto Ophelia, castigating her
as a way of castigating himself. It is not even necessary
that Ophelia have done anything to deserve her treatment;
for when a man is unable to integrate the female part of his
psyche, he will, as Fordham phrases it, project it "onto any
woman who offers the slightest hook on which her the anima's]
picture may be hung.
n15
This identification, however, is not totally negative,
for Hamlet refers to his soul as feminine in the line, "Since
my dear soul was mistress of her choice” (III.11.65), a not
unlikely choice of words since, as Fordham points out, the
anima is the "soul of man, not soul in the Christian sense,
as the essence of the personality and with the attribute of
immortality, but 'soul' as primitives conceive it to be--
namely, a part of the personality.
u16 In light of this, the
famous "Get thee to a nunnery" (II.i.148-9) speech takes on
an dimension other than its traditional meaning of a house
of prostitution. It can be interpreted thusly: Ophelia, as
Hamlet's anima or soul, is being advised to assume a religious






his casting off of basic pleasu-es being a traditional device
of the mystic. Thus the speech may be an echo of the move-
ment from paganism to Christianity which is in the play more
definitely in other places.
As the anima figure, Ophelia also functions as the
lis
maiden, an archetypal figure which overlaps that of the
anima and is the counterpart, Jung says, of the mother arche-
type.17 It is Onhelia's embodiment of the maiden archetype
that makes it difficult to ascertain whether or not she is
chaste, a question over which critics are divided. This
ambivalence in Ophelia's character appears not because of
anything she does but because, in embodying this archetype,
she merges with Gertrude, the embodiment of the mother
figure, serving as a younger version of her on whom Hamlet
projects Gertrude's years of licentiousness.18 It is probable
that, literally, Ophelia is chaste. For instance, both
Polonius and Laertes take it for granted that she is virginal,
as does Gertrude who would gladly have decked her bridal bed
with flowers (V.1.247). Also, although she tolerates Hamlet's
obscenities before the play, it is only after madness loosens
her libido that she indulges In obscenities. However,
although she is chaste and Gertrude experienced, the two
merge in Hamlet's mind, causing not only his unwarranted
17Junr,, The Archetypes, p. 183.
18The anima figure, says Fordham, "has a timeless
quality--she often looks young, though there is always the
suggestion of years of experience behind her." Fordham,
p. 54.
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chastisement of Ophelia but also his dwelling upon Gertrude's
sexual behavior in the closet scene. Just as he condemns
Ophelia for Gertrude's behavior, he tries to make Gertrude
chaste again, advising her to abstain comnletely. However,
this projection of Gertrude's faults onto Ophelia is neces-
sary in order for Ophelia to completely fulfill the anima
archetype, for it, Fordham says, has
two aspects, a light and a dark, corresponding
to the different qualities and types of women;
on the one hand the pure, the good, the noble
goddess-like figure, on the other the prostitute,
the seductress, or the witch.19
Incidentally, that the two women are at opposite poles of
sexual experience is implied in Ophelia's saying to Gertrude,
"0, yot, must wear your rue with a difference" (IV.v.181-2),
which suggests that Ophelia's sins are of omission and
Gertrude's of commission. Ophelia and Gertrude comprise the
fair maid-femme fatale motif so common in literature.
One's image of a parent is formed in three ways:
by the actions of the parent, by the subjective perception
of these actions, and by the archetypes in the unconscious
mind.20 T Hamlet, the four fathers represent projections
of the father image in Hamlet's psyche; through these
projections, he acts out the drama that is playing in his
unconscious mind. Since he can only admit consciously to
an idealized love of his real father, the other aspects of
19Fordham, p. 54.
20This supposition was derived from a study of Jung's
work.
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the father imago erupt in his interaction with Polonius and
Claudius.
Not only is Polonius a father in a play that concerns
family relationships, he also functions as a substitute
father to Hamlet. Even though Hamlet's natural father has
demanded that he commit an act which, for one reason or
another, he finds repugnant, he finds it impossible to admit
any resentment. Of the elder Hamlet, who, since he was, in
his own words, "cut off even in the blossoms of my sins"
(I.v.76), evidently was not perfect, the young Hamlet can speak
only in the most glowing terms. Instead, he transfers this
resentment to Polonius, with whom he can deal. The textual
evidence for this transference is contained in the following
lines:
Polonius. I did enact Julius Caesar. I was
killed i' th' Capitol: Brutus killed me.
Hamlet. It was a brute part of him to kill
so capital a calf there. (III.ii.105-9)
These much analyzed lines are interpreted by K.R. Eis
sler
thusly:
The oedipal meaning of Polonius . . . is intimated,
particularly when he says that he "did enact Julius
Caesar," incontrovertibly the image of an elevated
father. Hamlet's conduct is here put into a nutshell.
What this means in his unconscious is that even a
father of Julius Caesar's grandeur will one day fall
Into a decline and become a dotard--an anticipation
of the rather gruesome imagery of the graveyard
scene.21
21K.R. Eissler, Discourse on Hamlet and "Hamlet"




Also, concerning these lines, it is hinted in Plutarch that
Brutus is Julius Caesar's son. Thus Polonius, in this aspect,
represents the impotent, dying father, of which the elder
Fortinbras is also a personification.22 Polonius is, Ernest
Jones says, the "spying, watching, 'all-knowing' father, who
is appropriately outwitted by the cunning youth."23 By this
transference, Hamlet triumphs over the father whose command
he resents. The Oedipal element in the nlay may also be
implicated in this transference in several ways. For one,
Polonius has tried to take a woman (Ophelia) away from
Hamlet, just as, in a manifestation of the Oedipus complex,
the son considers the father to have done. Thus, for this
reason, Polonius could conceivably share in Hamlet's ire.
Moreover, in Shakespeare's sources for Hamlet, the Hamlet
prototype and the Ophelia prototype were brought up as brother
and sister. In the Saxo Grammaticus version, the Ophelia
prototype is Hamlet's foster sister:
Noreover, when they had lain together, he conjured
her earnestly to disclose the matter to none, and the
promise of silence was accorded as heartily as it was
asked. For both of them had been under the same
fostering in their childhood; and this early rearing
in common Vad brought Amleth and the girl into great
22However, the Fortinbras family differs from Hamlet's
family in that leadership has been transferred smoothly.
23Ernest Jones, Hamlet and Oedipus (New York:
Doubleday Anchor Books, 1954), p. 169.
214S1r Israel Gollancz, The Sources of Hamlet (New
York: Octagon Books Inc., 19677 p. 109.
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In the Belleforest version, also, the two prototypes have
been reared together. The Hamlet prototype is told by the
Ophelia prototype of the plot against him, because she "from
her infancy loved and favuured him."25 Thus there is a
pattern to the saqa of a closeness between the Hamlet and
Ophelia prototypes, which would make the Ophelidwprototype's
father the Hamlet prototype's foster father. However, in
neither of these precursors of Hamlet is the Polonius
prototype related to the Ophelia prototype; that Shakespeare
made then so gives additional support to the theory that
Polonius is a father substitute.
The elder Hamlet embodies an archetype--the racial
father--over which Hamlet may also triumph through Polonius.
The father, says Jung,
Is the representative of the spirit, whose function
It is to oppose pure instinctuality. That is his
archetypal role, which falls to him regardless of
his personal qualities; hence he is very often an
object of neurotic fears for his son . . . . The
paradox lies in the fact that . . . the father ap-
parently lives a life of unbridled instinct and yet
is the 1114ng embodiment of the law that thwarts
instinct 26
The dominant aspect of the elder Hamlet is brought out in
the play in the emphasis on his being a warrior. The fact
that the ghost is armed is heavily stressed
27 in the
25
Ibid., p. 203. In both versions just cited, such a
relationship did not constitute incest; however, it might
have suggested such to Shakesneare.
26Jung, Symbols, n. 2(1.
27This is relevant, too on the literal level, because
of the conflict in Hamlet's mind regarding the possibility
of the apparition being a demon. If it were a devil, armour
was a conventional way of concealing the cloven hoof.
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following lines:
Hamlet. Armed, say you?
All. Armed, my lord.
Hamlet. From top to toe?
All. My lord, from head to foot. (1.11.226-9)
And that Hamlet thinks of his father in military terms is
indicated by the lines below:
Would I had met my dearest foe in heaven
or ever I had seen that day, Horatio!
My father, methinks I see my father. (I.ii.182-4)
The mention of "dearest foe" evokes the mental picture of
his father, these two words being indicative of Hamlet's
ambivalence toward his father: he is most dear to him, and,
also, his dearest (worst) foe. This latter aspect of the
father--as foe--Hamlet transfers to Claudius. However,
since Claudius also, because of this, shares in some of the
disciplinary side of the racial father, Hamlet can challenge
him, too, only in the form of Polonius. That Polonius is a
substitute for both the elder Hamlet and Claudius may extend
even as far as the closet scene, where Hamlet finally
triumphs over the racial father, in an echo perhaps of the
ancient practice of the son's actually killing the father and
taking over his estate. In light of this, the words, "Thou
wretched, rash, intruding fool, farewell!/I took thee for
thy "better" (II.iv.32-3), assume an added dimension. For
the word "better", in addition to implying Claudius, may also,
in a way, pertain to the elder Hamlet, since he is the only
one Hamlet reveres enough to consider better than the other
26
people in Elsinore. In this way, Hamlet may, by destroying
the aspect of the father imago personified by Polonius, des-
troy the racial father aspect of his father and of Claudius.
Besides sharing in the racial father archetype,
Claudius functions as a personification of Hamlet's shadow
self. Cirlot describes the shadow as the "primitive and
Instinctive side" of man.23 It is, Fordham says, "all those
uncivilized desires and emotlons that are imcompatible with
social standards, and our ideal personality, all that we
are ashamed of, all that we do not want to know about our-
selves.”29 It consists of psychic energy which can be
beneficial (for instance, if it supplies the impetus for
creative symbol formation), but which is, Jung says, "trans-
formed into demons"3° when an individual can not assimilate
it into the conscious mind. If not assimilated, he says,
the shadow self takes the form of a projection onto another
person or onto the total environment. This causes a pro-
found shock to the individual, Jung continues, for "it is
quite within the bounds of possibility for a man to recognize
the relative evil of his nature, but it is a rare and




30Jung, "Approaching the Unconscious," in Jung and
p. 83.
31Carl Jung, Aion, trans. R.F.C. Hull (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1959775P. 9-10.
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The shadow, Jung says, is always projected onto
someone of the same sex32 and, in Hamlet's case, someone
with the same designs. Claudius has not only "popped in
between th' election and [Hamlet's; hopes" (V.11.162), but
he has also accomplished the objectives of Hamlet's
reactivated Oedipus complex.33 To Hamlet, then, a certain
part of himself, the instinctual part, is no better than
Claudius. For instance, he tells his mother that she has
married a man who is no more like her first husband "than
I to Hercules" (I.11.153), putting himself on the same level
with Claudius: both are unlike the over-idealized father,
Claudius represents to Hamlet, as Jung says the personified
shadow always does, "everything that the subject refuses to
acknowledge about himself and yet is always thrusting itself
upon him directly or 1nd1rectly.
“34 Crucially, though,
Hamlet, unlike Claudlus, tries to conquer these drives in
himself. He, who, Harold Goddard says, is also a "child of
violence and lust"35 tries to "set it right” (1.v.189).
His fight against any semblance of the literal enactment of
I's instincts introduces reason into an animalistic world and
32Ib1d., pp. 8-10.
33The shadow, Fordham says, is mainly the contents of
the personal unconscious (Fordham, p. 50); thus it is closely
allied with the Oedipus complex, which also resides in the
personal unconscious.
34Jung, The Archetypes, pp. 284-5.
351Iarold Goddard, The Meaning of Shakespeare (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1951), p. 351.
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personal ethics into a world where all mankind is infected
with "the dram of evil" (I.iv.36).
This ethical struggle is complicated, though, Franz
points out, because, when the individual tries to reject the
shadow self,
a part of the personality will remain on the opposing
side. The result is that one will (though involun-
tarily) do things behind one's own tack that supports
this other ide, and tnus one will unwittingly help
the enemy.3b
This factor partially explains Hamlet's naivete in going to
England; and, indeed, his madness itself could stem from this
tendency, for it is this which makes Hamlet rather than
Claudius seem to the other characters in the play the threat
to the state. Instead of punishing Claitdius, he seems to be
punishing himself. Likewise, Richard III, who does not try
to overcome this part of the psyche but delights in it (his
favorite pastime, he says, only half ironically, is "to spy
my shadow in the sun/And descant on my own deformity"
(1.1.26-7) punishes himself in the process of destroying
others.
Also, the shadow self manifests itself in dreams,
Franz noints out.37 Thus it is fitting that Hamlet should
mention bad dreams as a cause of his melancholy; in fact,
he says, "a dream itself is but a shadow" (11.11.264). He
seems to have a hazy idea that he is projecting the elements
36Franz, In Jung and Franz, pp. 181-2.
37Ib1d., p. 174.
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of his splintered psyche onto the environment, but he must
be fully aware of this in order to integrate the self--a
process that begins only when he makes the symbolic return
to the mother on the archetypal night sea journey (discussed
in Chapter Six).
Gertrude is an embodiment of the mother archetype.
Although there are four father figures and three son figures
in the play, there is only one mother. Thus, Gertrude must
embody the archetype by herself, quite a Job for someone as
seemingly shallow as she. however, this is not impossible,
for Jung stresses that it is not the real mother which causes
this fixation but the mother-imago.
3
In the play, though, Hamlet's mother fixation is
established on the literal level, where it is encouraged by
Gertrude. "The Queen his mother/Lives almost by his looks"
(IV.vii.11-12), says Claudius. The other son figures in the
play act as a foil to Hamlet in this aspect. For although
Hamlet succumbs to the King and Queen's wish that he remain
with them, Laertes is eager to return to his life in France.
Likewise, Fortinbras seems to have managed the transition
to adulthood with little trauma.
On the archetypal level, the mother figure, which is,
Jung says, "inconceivably complex,"39 is embodied in Gertrude
In several aspects. First, she is what Jung calls the
38Jung, Symbols, p. 298.
39Jung, Modern Man, p. 25.
"terrible" or "devouring" mother who "gives life and then
40
takes it away." On this level, Jung stresses, it is not
the real mother who causes the fixation, although the real
mother may "seriously injure her child by the morbid tender-
ness with which she pursues it into adult life, thus pro-
longing the infantile attitude beyond the proper time. It
is rather the mother-imago,
041 that is, the subjective
perception by the child of the mother which is influenced by
the store of symbols in the collective unconscious mind as
well as by the actual relationship. It is this aspect of
the mother archetype from which Hamlet frees himself on t
he
night sea journey in his symbolic return to this aspect
of the mother.
Besides this aspect, Jung says, the mother can
represent security.
42 Hamlet has just suffered a terrible
shock. Hence, he wishes to return to the paradisal st
ate
of the womb where no decisions had to be made. This r
egres-
sive wish makes it impossible for him to function as an
adult--he must renege on his promises of love to Ophel
ia,
he must hedge on his promise to the ghost, and he m
ust let
his speech sometimes take the form of nonsense. This 
longing
for security can also take the form of a death wish, f
or,
Jung says, death can also be a symbol of the matern
al
40Jung, Symbols, p. 261. This aspect of the mother





womb.43 "'Tis a consumnation/Devoutly to be wished" (III.
i.63-4), says Hamlet of his death; the word "consumnation,"
a definitely connotative word, welds the two ideas of a
return to the mother and death together. In this aspect of
the mother archetype also, the mother who gives birth
incapacitates the child, turning him toward death instead of
life.
Gertrude may also, as is pointed out by Gilbert
Murray, function as the "earth mother" aspect of the mother
archetype, an incarnation which accounts for the lack of
censure surrounding her, for one "cannot apply moral disap-
proval to the annual remarriages of Mother Earth."' More-
over, textual evidence for the role may be seen in the follow-
ing lines. As Gertrude tries to calm him, Laertes says,
That drop of blood that's calm proclaims me bastard,
Cries cuckold to my father, brands the harlot
Even here between the chaste unsmirched brow
Of my true mother. (IV.v.117-20)
In these puzzling lines, the words "even here" suggest that,
in some way, Gertrude is Laertes' mother, his "true" mother.
Also, it is Gertrude whom Hamlet has just called, in so many
words, a harlot;45 Laertes, however, regards her, as Hamlet
would like to, as one with a "chaste unsmirched brow." In
"Ibid., p. 318.
44
Gilbert Murray, Hamlet and Orestes (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1914), p. 22.
45In the Saxo Grammaticus version, the Hamlet prototype
does call his mother a "harlot" in the closet scene. Gollancz,
p. 115.
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connection with these lines, the fact that Laertes is a
younger version of Polonius and Ophelia is a younger version
of Gertrude assumes a dimension other than the figurative
one. Also, in the story as it is recorded by Saxo Gram-
maticus, both the Laertes and Ophelia prototypes are Hamlet's
foster brother and sister,
46 which may have suggested such
an aspect of Gertrude to Shakespeare. However, the relation-
ship of the two families, while certainly deserving of a full-
length study, is impossible within the context of this dis-
cussion; it is mentioned here only because it connects
Polonius and Gertrude in a hitherto unnoted way.
Such a short examination of the archetypal figures,
while much too cursory, given the complexity of both the
figures themselves and their embodiments within the play,
nevertheless shows that Polonius' archetypal roles are part
of a total symbolic schema. And some aspects of these figures
will be alluded to in conjunction with Polonius and thus
perhaps further clarified in the following chapters.
46Gollancz, p. 105 and 109.
CHAPTER III
POLONIUS AS WISE OLD MAN
On the archetypal level, Polonius is an embodiment
of the wise old man al-chetype. However, before discussing
this, Polonius' nature on the literal level will be
considered,for the archetypal level is partially dependent
on the literal level. If Polonius functlons as the wise old
man on the archetypal level, there must be some indication
on the literal level. However, there are few objective
analyses of Polonius' nature on the literal level; too many
critics tend to take Hamlet's view of him as a "foolish,
prating knave" (III.iv.216), ignoring not only the opinions
and attitudes of the other characters but also the fact that
this view is not consistently maintained even by Hamlet.
About basins- the interpretation of a character on the attitude
of one other character only, Coleridge writes:
Shakespeare's characters, like those in real life,
are very commonly misunderstood, and almost always
understood by different persons in different ways.
The causes are the same in either case. If you take
only what the friends of a character say, you may
be deceived, and still more so, if that which his
enemies say; nay,even the character himself sees
through the medium of his character, and not exactly
as he is. Take all together, not omitting a shrewd
hint from the :down, or the fool, and perhaps your
Impression will be right; and you may know whether
you have in fact discovered the poet's own idea, by
all the speeches receiving light from it, and
33
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attesting its reality by reflecting it.'
Much of the controversy concerning this aspect of
Polonius centers on the precepts speech. Although this
controversy also concerns the source of the precepts,
2 
the
important question in the context of this paper is whether
or not the precepts speech establishes Polonius, from the
first, as a buffoon or as a knowledgable man and a good
father. On this point, critical battles rage, the most
indicative of the general battle perhaps the one occurring
in the Shakesneare Quarterly from 1953 to l9C7.
The first of these articles is Josephine Waters
Bennett's "Characterization in Polonius' Advice to Laertes."
Bennet argues that Polonius' speech, based as it is on
works which every Elizabethan schoolboy knew by heart, would
be viewed by the Flizatethan audience as second-hand and
thus practically worthless, even though the advice is
inherently sound. Laertes, she says, "would be expected
to squirm under his father's tedious brief discourse." Thus,
71-le says, Polonius is a fool from the first.3 In the same
year, R.. Powers also says that the derivative nature of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, "Characteristics of
Shakespeare's Dramas," in English Poetry and Prose of the
Romantic Movement, ed. leorge Benjamin Woods (Glenview,
Illinois: Scott, Foresman, and Company, 1959), p. 425.
2
Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to
discuss and document these sources, the most commonly cited
are Lyly's Eunhues and Isocrates' Ad Demonicum.
-Josephine Waters Bennett, "Characterization in
Polonius' Advice to Laertes," Shakesneare Quarterly 4
(1953): 6.
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the advice would give the Elizabethan audience a clue to
the foolish nature of Polonius' character. However, he
says, hedging a bit, such sentiments as those found in the
speech were part of the culture of Elizabethan England.
4
Next, 0.13. Davis agrees that Polonius is a foolish character,
but, he adds, he is "representative of the world he rules."5
A different twist is given to the debate by Claire
McGlinchee, who says that the precepts speech establishes
Polonius as a good father, one who "is giving to his son the
good, practical advice that any interested fatner would give
to a son who was goinr to a foreign land."6 Next, Elkin C.
Wilson supp -Jrts the contention that Polonius is a good father;
even his spying on Laertes, he says, proves justifiable in
that Laertes proves later to be "putty in villianous hands."
Also, he adds, Claudius' telling Laertes how important
Polonius is to the throne would increase Polonius' stature
"for the unprejudiced audience." To them, Wilson says, he
7
would appear a "respected elder statesman."'
Also concerned with the precepts speech as an indi-
cation of Polonius' stature as a father, Doris V. Falk says
4
R.H. Bowers, "Polonius: Another Postscript,"
Shakespear,. Quarterly 4 (1953): 362-4.
50.B. Davis, "A Note on the Function of Polonius'
Advice," Shakespeare Quarterly 9 (1958): 86.
6
Claire McGlinchee, "Still Harping," Shakespeare
Quarterly 6 (1955): 364.
7Elkin C. Wilson, "Polonius in the Round," Shakespeare
Quarterly 9 (1958): 84.
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that there is one crucial difference between Polonius'
advice and that of the fathers who are the prototypes of
the advice in that "the latter always begin with spiritual
advice--to worship God, respect the king, one's parents,
and the law--but Polonius selects the practical and politic
advice."
8 However, G.K. Hunter points out, Shakespeare
had Polonius avoid the "fussier and more niggling" points,
such as the advice on diet, exercise, and such found in the
speech's predecessors.9 Thus Shakesneare had Poloniqs pick
the middle ground--neither too elevated nor too triflinR.
Moreover, as Hunter points out, the same precepts found in
Polonius' speech are "found in serious contexts in works
nearly contemporary with Hamlet.”10 Also, he says, there
is no evidence that such sententiae were ever derided; instead
the Elizabethans doted on conventionality.13 In a synopsis
of the debate, the Polonius of the precepts speech emerges
as a well-intentioned father, a man necessary to and indica-
tive of the court of Denmark (which has not yet been proven
corrupt), and a man whose wisdom, though it may eventually
prove inadequate, is sufficient for worldly conduct; it is
neither too highly specialized and spiritual nor is it
8Doris V. Falk, "Proverbs and the Polonius Destiny,"
Shakespeare Quarterly 18 (1967): 27.
9G.K. Hunter, "Isocrates' Precepts and Polonius'







Another item sometimes given as evidence that
Poloniu3' precepts were to be sniggered at by Laertes and
the Elizabethan audience is the QI name for Polonius--
Corambis. This word, which relates, as Falk notes, to the
Elizabethan proverb, "Cabbage twice served (or cooked) is
ciath," would have, she continues, "typed Polonius as clearly
as if he had been called 'Senex' or 'Pantaloon.'"12 However,
true as this may be, the fact that Shakespeare changed the
name to Polonius suggests that he saw more possibilities for
characterization in Polonius than that allowed by a stock
character. Also, some evidence has been found that the name
Polonius is meant to allude, Powers relates, to a Polish
writer, Laurentius Grimaldis Goslicius, who gave advice on
the proper way to counsel rulers.13 However, the name may
derive from the centering in Polonius of the qualities
denoted by two words: "poll," which connotes an old man and
which is used by Ophelia to describe her father ("All flaxen
was his poll" P.v.194))and politician. But, whatever the
source of the name, even though Polonius may have started
out as a stock character, he was soon developed into one
with more range, just as the rather simple plot of Saxo
Grammaticus was transformed by Shakespeare into one of the





Actually, it is probably hindsight more than anything
else that prompts some critics to brand the speech as foolish.
For at the time of the speech, Polonius has not yet been
derided; rather he has been praised highly by a king who
has not yet proven villiainous to a son who also shows due
respect. As Hunter noints out, the precepts speech is the
first words of a character whose mere situation would lead
us to expect dignity and wisdom.
v14 Schucking even goes so
far as to state that critics "would probably praise them
with equal fervour as the finest pearls of practical wisdom
if they were spoken by another personage."15 Moreover,
Schuckinp- goes on, the very validity of the advice impairs
the coherence of Polonius' characterization. Shakespeare,
he says, "puts words and ideas into Polonius' mouth which
proceed immediately from the poet's own personality and
cannot be brought into connexion with the character and
behaviour of the speaker."16 However, it should be remem-
bered that Shakespeare's characters are rarely static: in
fact, his plays often center on character change, as does
The Taming of the Shrew, Othello, King, Lear, and both Part
and Part II of Henry IV, to cite only a few instances. In
Hamlet, the other major characters--Hamlet, Laertes, Cphelia,





tries to. If characterization in Shakespeare is thus fluid
instead of fixed, the precepts speech can be viewed as an
apex from which Polonius degenerates. This change makes him
an integral part of a play structured on a movement between
opposites.
In fact, Polonius' precepts resemble the Renaissance
ideal of wisdom, as it is described by Eugene F. Rice. In
the Middle Ages, Rice says, wisdom was inextricably linked
with theology, but in the Renaissance, it began to include
as its province human subjects also, finally evolving into
a secular concern. The result, he says, was
a wisdom rooted in and ruling man's most banal
activities, his politics and business, his family
and personal relations. Finally, the object of
wisdom became man himself, and its fundamental
command self-knowledge.17
Polonius' avoiding of spiritual matters is then consistent
with the Renaissance idea of wisdom. In fact, Rice's des-
cription of the ideal Renaissance man comes closer to
describing Polonius and Laertes than -!t does Hamlet. The
Renaissance scope of wisdom included, Rice says, "legitimate
self-interest and ambition, frugality, foresight, political
1,activity, and the moderate acquisition of fame and wealth. 18
Even the Renaissance sage, he goes on, believed that the
ideal man
17Eugene F. Rice, The Renaissance Idea of Wisdom
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1958), pp. 211-2.
18Ibid., p. 153.
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should no longer be isolated in knowledge, but an
active, useful member of society; no longer a
specialist in the esoteric, but a man in open
harmony with the ideals of his time; no longer an
Idle dreqmer, but a success in his career and
calling. i9
The contents of the precepts speech then arP an
adequate guideline for functioning in the world of Denmark
which existed before the play, a world with which Hamlet
not only interacted, but also of which he was, as aphelia
relates in the following lines concerning Hamlet's change,
the epitome:
0 what a noble mind is here o'erthrown!
The courtier's soldier's, scholar's, eye, tongue,
sword,
Th' expectancy and rose of the fair state,
The glass of fashion, and the mold of form,
The observed of all observers, quite, quite, down:
(111.1.153-7)
It is only when Hamlet comes into contact with the changed
world of the play that he must seek a new, more spiritual,
set of values. And it is this world that the reader enters;
his gradual rejection of Polonius' advice coincides with a
gradual deepening of consciousness, a process that is
expressed well by Hunter:
On one level at least the play deals with the
incapacity of conventional safeguards to protect the
human spirit from disorder, madness, and tragedy;
the relation of the precepts to Polonius' character
is undoubtedly part of this total vision of the
19Ib1d., p. l53- 4. Incidentally, too, Francis Fergusson
sees in Polonius the play's only link with the drama of
rationalism in his "faith in logic, his feeling for the neat
antithesis and the triumphant demonstration, and his rhythms
of speech--for, although he speaks in blank verse, his sense
of language suggests the heroic couplet" in The Idea of a
Theatre (Princeton, N.J., Princeton University Press,71968),
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Inadequacy of all advice; but we the auditors or
readers are not involved in this vision by an
Initial rejection of Polonius' wisdom, but rather
by an initial acceptance of it; it is only when we
are deeper into the play that the disproportion be-
comes obvious, and this disproportion is made all
the more striking by the fact that the original
speech had so much time-tested wisdom and imrediate
appropriateness. I suggest, in short, that
Shakespeare chose conventional precepts in no spirit
of ridicule, but with a tragic awareness of even
their inadequacy. 20
On the archetypal level, Polonius is the wise old
man who, Jung says, has both a positive and a negative side.
The positive aspect, with its qualities, Jung says, of
knowledge, reflection, insight, wisdom, cleverness, and
intuition,21 manifests itself in Polonius' relationship to
Ophelia. As Hamlet's spiritual leader, though, Polonius
fails, a factor which partially accounts for Hamlet's
seemingly inexplicable treatment of him. In this failure,
Polonius reveals the chthonic side of the wise old man, a
side which in its manifestation in Polonius resembles the
trickster archetype. As the chthonic side is also implicated
in Polonius' role as fool, it is in his incarnation of the
trickster archetype that Polonius' two roles of wise old
man and fool converge.
The close relationship of Ophelia and Polonius on
the literal level is condensed in Ophelia's saying to
Gertrude, "I would give you some violets, but they withered
all when my father died" (IV.v.182-4). Concerning these
20Hunter, p. 506.
21Jung, The Archetypes, p. 222.
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lines, Falk believes that the violet imagery is derived
from contemporary folklore. To the Elizabethans, she says,
the violet had three connotations--modesty, transcience,
and old age--all of which are reflected in these lines.
To Ophelia, Falk continues, the death of Polonius marks
the end not only of her modesty and purity, but also of her
youth; for she, too, has degenerated, becoming, in a way,
as old as Folonius.22 Thus, Laertes' question, "Is't
possible a young maid's wits/Should be as mortal as an old
man's life?" (IV.v.159-60), may be called a rhetorical one,
for the answer is definitely affirmative.
On the archetypal level, Polonius and Ophelia are
linked not only because of the father-daughter relationship23
but also by the archetypal roles they embody; for the anima
archetype, occupied by Ophelia, is closely allied to the
wise old man archetype. The anima, Jung says, which "often
appears in rather too youthful form • • . hides in her turn
the powerful archetype of the wise old man."24 Incidentally,
their relationship to Hamlet may be a paradigmatic one, also,
for as Murray points out, the hero in the ancient Greek plays,
in which he has found many resemblances to Hamlet, "is
22Falk, pp. 32-3. Other critics, however, consider
Ophelia, in Goddard's words, as "life sacrificed before
It has reached maturity." Goddard, p. 340fn.
23
The father-daughter relationship between the two is
unique with Shakespeare; it does not appear in Saxo
Grammaticus or Belleforest.
214junv, The Archetypes, p. 270.
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closely connected with a strange couple, a young woman and
a very old man."25
In Ophelia's mad songs about Polonius, she describes
the archetypal wise old man. "His beard was white as snow,/
All flaxen was his poll" (IV.v.193-4), she sings, a des-
cription which matches Jung's depiction of the archetype.
In Jung's painting, the wise old man has a white beard and
is bald except for a ring of white hair.
26
The similarity is also evident in the following lines,
in which Ophelia combines Polonius and Hamlet27:
How should I your truelove know
From another one?
By his cockle hat and staff
And his sandal shoon. (IV.v.23-6)
The wise old man usually carries a staff. He is also
sometimes winged, as Jung depicts him,
28 a characteristic
which may be implied in the references to the cockle hat
and the sandals. The cockle hat is significant not only
because of its traditional denotation of a pilgrim who had
25Murray, p. 15.
26jung in Jung and Franz, p. 210.
27Right before she sings these lines, Ophelia says,
"Where is the beauteous majesty of Denmark?" (IV.v.21),
referring to Hamlet; and after them, she sings, "He is dead
and gone" (IV.v.29), referring to Polcnius. That Ophelia
combines Hamlet and Polonius is discussed by Northrop Frye,
who believes it evolves throughout the songs. Thus, he says,
the two figures form a closed circle, to which Ophelia
alludes in the lines, "0, how the wheel becomes it!"
(IV.v.171). Northrop Frye, Fools of Time (Canada: Univer-
sity of Toronto Press, 1967), p. 50.
28Jung, in Jung and Franz, p. 210.
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visited shrines overseas but also because, as Cirlot says,
It is a "mystic symbol of the prosperity of one generation
rising out of the death of the preceding generation."29 Also
significant is its shape, which resembles a wing. Likewise,
Cirlot says, sandals connote wings and have the same symbolic
Import as Pegasus,3° that is, "the innate capacity for
spiritualization and for inverting evil into good."31 Also,
both the winged hat and the sandals are symbols of Mercury,
an archetype which Cirlot says has a double nature--chthonic
and celestial. As such, he continues, it symbolizes an
"unlimited capacity for transformation."32 Thus, the symbolic
meaning of these lines can be condensed as follows: two
figures--a chth.onic and a celestial--become one in Ophelia's
mind. Through the fusion of the two figures, evil is trans-
formed into good, benefitting a new generation. Thus
Polonius and Hamlet, though originally opposite figures,
are joined in Ophelia's mind because of their function:
together they are responsible for the spiritual renewal of
the society. In this way Polonius, whose tragedy is that
his capacity for spiritual growth remained rudimentary,
achieves the purpose of the wise old man anyway--by dying.
At this time the evil embodied in the chthonic side of his






transformed into good, a process that is started and carried
out by the hero, with whom he Is joined in Ophelia's mind.
In Polonius' embodiment of this archetype, he
r....,embles another wise old man figure--Prospero in The 
Tempest. First, both keep their daughter (and Miranda, too,
resembles the archetypal anima figure, though much more
tenuously than Ophelia) away from prospective suitors.
Second, both of them carry a staff, a universal symbol of
the wise old man. Also, in both Polonius and Prospero, the
wise old man archetype verges over into the trickster figure;
there are even similar incidents indicative of this figure,
such as their eavesdropping on their daughters with suitors.
However, there are also several contrasts. For instance,
whereas Prospero is a skillful manipulator, Polonius is a
bungler. Also, although Polonius, as the embodiment of a
corrupt state, must die before the society can be regenerated
Prospero is that aspect of the past which must survive. He,
more than anyone else, shows what Polonius originally had
the capacity to be.
Although Polonius fulfills the role of the wise old
man in his relationship with Ophelia, he fails in his
association with Hamlet. It is the responsibility of the
wise old man, with his superior insight, to instruct and
guide the hero when he is unable to help himself, Jacobi
relates.33 Polonius' failure does not lie in his not
33Jacobi, p. 71.
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having insight. For instance, John Dover Wilson cites the
following speech by Polonius, which is usually "discounted
as the mere garrulity of a foolisn old man by critics who
miss much in Hamlet by underestimating the intellectual
powers of Claudius' ct-ief councillor," as an accurate
account of Hamlet's mental state.34 Hamlet, says Polonlus,
Fell into a sadness, then into a fast,
Thence to a watch, thence into a weakness,
Thence to a lightness, and by this declension,
Into the madness wherein now he raves,
And we all mourn for. (11.11.147-51)
It is Polonius, too, who first realizes that Hamlet's
ramblings have "a happiness that often madness hits on"
(II.11.211-2). Indeed, Polonius' diagnosis of Hamlet's
madness is not totally unreasonable; for, to Polonius,who
does not know about the murder,35 Ophelia's rejecting
Hamlet's advances is the only possible cause.36 Thus
Polonius blames himself for meddling:
By heaven, it is as proper to our age
To cast beyond ourselves in our opinions
As it is common for the younger sort
To lack discretion.37 (11.1.114-7)
34John Dover Wilson, What Happens in 'Hamlet,"
(Cambridge, Mass.: The University Press, 1962), p. 211.
35Whether or not Polonius knows about the murder is
discussed in the next chapter.
36Polonius, says Jones, comes closer to diagnosing
the cause of Hamlet's troubles--frustrated sexual energy--
than anyone else. Jones, p. 99. However, a strictly
Oedipal interpretation of the play is inadequate in much the
same way as Polonius eventually proves to be.
37This tendency of the older generation often causes
havoc in Shakespeare, whether it is self-serving or not.
For instance, the tragedy in Romeo and Juliet is precipated
by Friar Lawrence's well-intentioned machinations.
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Many of Polonius' machinations ensue from his trying to
rectify his mistake; he, too, like Hamlet, tries "to set
it right" (I.v.189). Nevertheless, well-intentioned though
he may be at this point in the play, as he degenerates, he
uses the diagnosis not to help Hamlet but to secure his
position in the court. Thus it is not so much Polonius'
Inaccurate diagnosis but his opportunistic use of it that
arouses Hamlet's anger, the extremity of which is caused not
so much by the insufficiency of the man as of his embodiment
of the archetype.
Hamlet's frustration r.. 4. this inadequacy is conveyed
In his jibes at Polonius, especially in his calling him a
"fishmonger" (11.11.174). The standard interpretation of
this term as connoting a procurer38 is adequate for the
literal level of the play, but on the archetypal level the
term has an added dimension, relating to Polonius'
embodiment of the wise old man archetype.40 T
he wise old
38However, there are several exceptions to 
this
Interpretation. M.A. Shaaber doubts that it 
rests on a
secure basis; he suggests instead that it 
may mean something
closer to "wencher." M.A. Shaaber, "Polonius 
as Fishmonger,"
Shakespeare Quarterly 22 (1971): 179-81. 
Also, Jean Jofen
believes the term may connote one who spies 
out secrets,
since a fishmonger, being all over town, wo
uld know all the
rossip. Jean Jofen, "Polonius the Fishm
onger," Notes and
Queries 19 (April 1971): 126-7.
39Incidentally, the term may also refer 
back to
Polonius's using the imagery of fish in 
instructing Reynaldo
to spy on Laertes. "Your bait of falsehood 
take this carp
of truth" (11.1.63), he says.
4eHowever, the standard interpretation may 
also be
relevant on the archetypal level; for, C
irlot says, the
"extraordinary number of its eggs makes [the 
fish) a symbol
48
man archetype and fish are connected in several ways. A
wise old man is present, says Jung, in many dreams in which
fish symolize the unconscious particles of the mind.
41
The wise old man's connection with fishing is inevitable,
according to Cirlot, because "fishing amounts to extracting
the unconscious elements from deep-lying sources . . . or,
in other words, wisdom."42 In fact, Cirlot says, the wise
old man often appears as a fisherman, as when the King of
the C;rail appears to Parsifal in this guise.
43 But Polonius
instead of fulfilling his role and helping Hamlet achieve
psychological and spiritual insight, uses these unconscious
elements to secure his position in the court. Instead of
"fishing" for them, he "peddles" them"; thus he is a
fishmonger instead of a fisherman. It is this opportunism
that marks the beginning of Polonius' degeneration into
the fool, a role he plays until after his death behind the
arras, at which time he again resembles the positive aspect
of the wise old man. He is in death, Hamlet says, no longer
of fecundity." Cirlot, p. 102. Thus the connotation has an
ironic twist on this level, for the family of Polonius dies
out.
41Jung, Aion, n. 152. Because of this, says Jung,
fish are "a 'miraculous food.'" Ibid.
42Cirlot, p. 113.
"Ibid., p. 103.
"This aspect of Polonius' embodiment of the archet
also relates to the mermaid aspect of the anima archetype
personified by Ophelia, for Polonius, in a way, tries to
"peddle" her, too.
YPe
a "foolish prating knave" (III.iv.216) but "most still,





From the precepts speech, Polonius degenerates until
he is the embodiment of the archetypal fool, a role which has
as its consummation his dying as the scapegoat in the closet
scene. In this role, he resembles the vice figure of the
old morality plays, in which capacity he serves as a foil
to Claudius, and another archetypal figure, the trickster,
in which his role as fool is amplified.
This deterioration is especially evident on the
literal level. In Polonius' first scene, he, the aged
counselor, is giving his son advice, fairly good advice,
about how he should behave in the world. In his next scene,
however, the one with Reynaldo, he is depicted as slipping:
he forgets what he is saying and must be reminded by Reynaldo.
Thus, this scene is a clue that Polonius' theory concerning
Hamlet's madness is incorrect, for in the next scene he says
that he has found its cause
Or else this brain of mine
Hunts not the trail of policy so sure
As it hath used to do. (II.ii.46-8)
Later, in this same scene, Polonius, who uses words succinctly
In the precepts speech, lapses into incoherency. After the
following speech, the queen, is forced to tell him, "More
50
51
matter, with less art" (II.11.95):
My liege and madam, to expostulate
What majesty should be, what duty is,
Why day is day, night night, and time is time,
Were nothing but to waste night, day, and time.
Therefore, since brevity is the soul of wit,
And tediousness the limbs and outward flourishes,
I will be brief. Your noble son is mad.
Mad call I it, for, to define true madness,
What is't but to be nothing else but mad?
(11.11.86-94)
These lines are, for the most part, the words of a fool,'
even though the diagnosis of madness ha f: some present day
critical support.2 After this speech, Polonius continues to
decline until his death, at which time he is called a
"wretched, rash, intruding fool" (II.iv.32).
On the archetypal level, Polonius is a fool also,3
but on this level it is his using of Hamlet's turmoil to
gain Claudius' and Gertrude's favor that makes him so. It
1However, ironically, within these lines is one of
the most quoted lines of Shakespeare, "Brevity is the soul
of wit."
2The ouestion of whether or not Hamlet's madness
is real or assumed is a source of debate. However, Wilson
cites Hamlet's speech to Laertes at the duel, in which he
attributes his behaviour to a "sore distraction" (V.11.230),
as proof that indeed, for a time, Hamlet is truly mad.
Wilson, pp. 216-7.
3Various critics have nointed out that Polonius's
being a fool parallels Hamlet's enactment of the fool.
However, there are some differences which make Polonius more
of a foil to Hamlet than a Parallel. As Willard Farnham
points out, although Hamlet plays the fool, he is the only
one who "knows himself to be a fool" in The Shakespearean
Irotesque (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 1114.
Also, as Murray points out, Hamlet, unlike Pclonius or the
other foolish characters in the play, is a fool with a
purpose; he is "the Bitter Fool who must slay the King" in
The Classical Tradition in Poetry (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
lifirversity Press, 1927), p. 235.
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Is the fate of the fool, Cirlot says, to always be "on the
fringe of all orders and systems.
u4 Polonius, it may be
presumed, was an important member of the elder Hamlet's
council, but he is now, as usually happens in a change of
leadership, on the outside ti-ying to get back in, a situation
that is shown by his reiterating to Claudius his past
usefulness. For instance, when the king tells him that he
"still hast been the father of good news" (11.11.42),
Polonius seizes the occasion to assure him of his loyalty:
Have I, my lord? Assure you, my good liege,
I hold my duty, as I hold my soul,
Both to my god and to my gracious king. (II.ii.43-5)
In fact, one reason he is eager to prove that Hamlet's
madness stems from love of Ophelia is so that Claudius will
think he "hunts . . . the trail of policy so sure/As ale)
used to do" (11.11.47-9). Then, again in the same scene, he
reminds Claudius of his past usefulness to the court:
Hath there been such a time, I would fain know that,
That I have positively said, "'Tis so,"
When it proved otherwise? (11.11.152-4)
In this scene as well as others Polonius seeks reassurance
that his services are still needed. "What do you think of
me" (II.11.129), he asks Claudius, once directly and
figuratively again and arrain.
This ingratiating provides a clue to another question
--that of Polonius' culpability. For it is this which
places him on the periphery of evil, not at its center where
4Cirlot, n. 105.
53
some critics, especially Bernard Grebanier, have erronously
placed him.) Polonius, nrebanier says, must be implicated
in the murder for several reasons. First, he says, it is
the only reason Claudius has for keeping him so.
6
However,
another reason is Polonius' past services, of which, as is
shown above, he constantly reminds Claudius. Also, says
Grebanier, Claudius would not have let rolonius spy on
Hamlet and Gertrude if Polonius had not already known about
the murder.: However, Claudius does not know for sure that
Hamlet knows: after all, he has not heard about the ghost.
Neither does he know that Hamlet prepared the mousetrap play,
the proof of which lies in his reaction to it: it pricks
his conscience rather than makes him fear for his life. It
Is only after Hamlet kills rolonius that Claudius takes
action. 7oreover, it is Polonius who tells Hamlet after the
play that his mother wants to talk to him about his behaviour.
5A more extreme view than Grebanier's is that held
by 7.1yron Taylor, who says that, because of his spying, which
the Elizabethans abhorred, rolonius, who represents all that
is Machiavellian in the play, is "the purest symbol of all
that is rotten in Denmark" (r. 275). Thus his death is
fitting, Taylor says, for it is "nothing less than the clear-
est hand of providence enacting the just retribution."
Myron Taylor, "Tragic Justice and the House of Polonius,"
Studies in English Literature 8 (1968): 279. However,
though this theory may aprear to have some validity when
Polonius alone is examined, in comparison with Claudius,
Polonius definitely falls into second-place on the scale of
evil; for spying, heinous though it may be, is a minor vice
compared to Claudius' murder and incest.
(
Bernard Grebanier, The Heart of Hamlet (!yew York:
Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 17-67), p. 2.
7Ibid.
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And if Polonius had known about the murder, he weeld surely
suspect that Hamlet also knew and wculd be conferring with
the king. In any event, he would not be roine to Gertrude's
bedroom to find out the cause of Hamlet's behaviour; he
4 would already know. Also, Grebanier gnes on, a murder such
as Claudius has arranged is hard to manage alone.
8 however,
Claudius, throughout the play, is seen as the chief agent
of evil; he even dies of a "poison tempered by himself"
(V.11.329). That Polonius does not know about the murder
is also implicit in the following lines. He says, in the
presence of the king, that
With devotion's visage
And pious action we do sugar o'er
The devil himself. (11.1.47-9)
The king, then, in an aside, says, "0, 'tis too true./Pow
smart a lash that speech doth give my conscience!"
(111.1.49-50). It is unlikely that, had Polonius known about
the murder, he would have made the above speech. Nor if
Polonius knew, would Claudius react as he does: it is the
application of Polonius' general maxim to his particular
situation that distresses him.- Nowhere does Polonius act
like a co-conspirator enjoying a privileged position; nowhere
does he, as 'lrel'anier contends, remind Claudius of his debt
8Ibid.
-G. Wilson ?:nirht makes a similar point concerning
these lines in The Imperial Theme (London: Oxford 'Thiversity
Press, 1931; reprint ed., London: Methuen and Co., 1965),
P. 99.
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to him.10 Instead, he tries to solidify his position,
working much harder than any one who had such knowledge
about a king would have to.
Not only does Polonius not know about Claudius'
crime, tut he, as well as the other characters in the play
(except Horatio) consider Claudius an agent of order and
Hamlet the threat to the state. Even Claudius makes this
point; be not only considers him a threat to himself but
to the citizenry; "His liberty is full of threats to all,/
To you yourself, to us, to every one" (IV.i.14-5), he says.
-oreover, Just as Hamlet describes Claudius in the imagery
of disease, calling him "this canker of our nature" (V.ii.(1),
Claudius describes him in the same terms; Hamlet is, says
Claudius, "a foul disease" that feeds "even on the pith of
life" (IV.i.21-23). Even Hamlet, who knows about his evil,
calls him a "mighty opposite" (V.11.62). Not only the other
characters in the play but also several critics hold Claudius
in some esteem. For instance, G.L. Kittredge says that
always Claudius is "a model of royal dignity" desnite his
crime, which was, Kittredge says, not a premeditated one,
but one of passion.11 Likewise, Knight says that despite
his crime Claudius embodies the kingly
10Ireban1er, n. 299.
1G.L. Kittredge, ed., The Complete Works of Shake-
speare (Waltham, Mass.: Xerox College Publish1ng-7o., 1271),
p. 10/46. However, it must be noted that Kittredcre's
assertion that Claudius' crime is one of nassion is a
supposition; there is no evidence either way in the play.
56
ideal throuFh most of the play.
12 Moreover, Northrop Frye
not only arrees with the above critics but also points out
that Claudius, at lease at the beginning or the play, "seems
geniunely attached to Hamlet" and reluctant to harm him. -3
Polonius, then, by seeking to serve Claudius, is evincing
his belief in the Renaissance ideal of order rather than
conspirinr. As Schucking says, no aspersions are cast upon
Polonius' moral character, even by Hamlet who hates him.
14
Like his wisdom, his morality would be adequate for the
Denmark that existed before the play.
However, it must be noted that, on the archetypal
level, the wise old man figure is morally ambivalent.15 In
his nerative aspect, Jung says, this figure is similar to the
primitive medicine man; he both heals and kills with noison.16
However, since there is no evidence on the literal level
that Polonius is implicated in the murder, this trait perhaps
does not apply to Polonius's embodiment of the figure.
In his embodiment of the fool, Polonius resembles









contrasting with Claudius.17 The vice, William Lysander
Cushman says, plays a versatile role in the old plays,
appearing in three capacities: as an enemy of the good, as
a tempter of man, and as a comical person)-8 As these first
two, Polonius' province is the smaller vices, as in indi-
cated in the scene with Reynaldo19 in which he condones such
Indiscretions as "drinking, fencing, swearing, ouarreling,/
Drabbing" (11.1.25-6). That this scene occurs immediately
after Hamlet's encounter with the ghost is also relevant,




spoken of there. Another scene relevant to
serving in these two capacities is the eaves-
scene, in which he uses his daughter as bait,
thereby embodying the tempter of man aspect of the vice
figure especially. Also, Polonius is the chief source of
and butt of humor, even serving as a comic-relief confidante
for Claudius. In fact, he enacts the comical aspect of the
17Incidentally, Hamlet calls Claudius "a vice of
kings" (III.iv.99), implying perhaps that in comparison
with a true king, he would be in the subordinate role, lust
as Polonius is to him.
18William Lysander Cushman, The Devil and the Vice 
in the English Dramatic Literature before Shakespeare 
-Mew York: The Humanities Press, 1970), p. 77.
19Also, besides establishing Polonius as a vice
figure, this scene presages the way everyone in the play
operates; they "By indirections find directions out"
(II.i.66). Also, even though Schucking wrongly deems the
scene superfluous, he goes on to say that instead of making
him contemptible, the scene protrays Polonius "in a somewhat
drastic manner as a sly old fellow who has a predilection
for roundabout ways. Schucking, pp. 102-3.
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role so fully that it is only after his death that clowns
appear in the play.
In the old morality plays, Cushman says, the vice
is associated with a figure representing the devil, with
whom h. contrasts. In these plays, he goes on, the devil
"is essentially a theological-mythological being; he is the
antithesis of divinity and sanctity, the friend of hell."
The vice, however, he says,
is a allegorical renresentation of human weaknesses
and vices, in short the summation of the Deadly Sins;
he is the antithesis of piety and morality and is
the friend of the unrestrained worldly life.20
This contrast between the devil and the vice is similar to
the relationship of Claudius and Polonius. In fact, Claudius
is even referred to as the devil: the elder Hamlet (whom
Hamlet refers to as a god) calls him a "serpent" (I.v.39),
and it is in the guise of a serpent, Cushman says, that the
devil usually made his appearance in the pre-Shakespearean
literature and drama.
21 Claudius is the embodiment of abso-
lute evil, committing two mortal crimes--murder and incest--
for which he does not have the capacity to renent. Polonius,
though, being associated with the lesser evils, is the enemy
of good, but not the, in Cushman's words, "antithesis of
divinity and sanctity"22 that Claudius is. In fact,





Shakespeare gives Polonius' reaction to murder in the closet
scene; at its very mention he panics. It is the function of
the vice figure, says Bernard Spivak, to create and
sustain "the intrigue of almost every morality play."23
This Polonius does,creating havoc after the crimes but not
responsible for the crimes themselves.
In his embodiment of the fool archetype, Polonius
has some of the general and even some of the specific
characteristics of another archetypal figure--the trickster.
In general, says Jung, this figure, whose "magical (and
sometimes destructive) Luciferian element" makes him the
opposite of the wise old man,24 "is a forerunner of the
saviour, and, like him, God, man, and animal at once. He is
both subhuman and superhuman, a bestial and divine teing."25
That is, he encompasses within himself his opposites. Thus,
Polonius' two roles of wise old man and fool meet in his
Incarnation of this figure, accounting partly for his
complexity. To Ophelia, he is almost divine, and in relation
to Hamlet, he is practically subhuman. "A rat!" (IIT.iv.24),
Hamlet cries out when he hears him behind the arras. In fact,
Polonius even speaks of himself as a breeder of other animals.
If he is not right about Hamlet, he says, "Let me be no
assistant for a state/But keep a farm and carters"
23Bernard Spivak, Shakespeare and the Allegory of Evil
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1958), p. 135.





There are other resemblances, also. The principal
trait of the trickster figure, says Jung, is his "uncon-
sciousness . . . . He is so unconscious of himself that his
body is not a unity, and his two hands fight each other."26
This split in his character causes such a figure, Paul Radin
notes in his full-length study, o be "duped" himself in
"duping" others,27 a trait especially noticable in Polonius'
benaviour in the cloud scene. In one aspect of this scene,
Polonius is in control of the situation, and it is Hamlet
who is the fool. Polonius, Wilson says in discussing this
feature of the scene, is
only humouring a madman, and Hamlet, whose nerves
are beginning to give out, knows it well enough.
"They fool me to the top of my bent" [sic] he
exclaims disgustedly in a sudden fit of revulsion
against all this trifling. Irony, once more: For,
he is their dupe from first to last. He scores over
them every time in word-play. What do they care
about that? Their object is to keep him from the
King and to shepherd him safely to the Queen's bed-
room; and he yields,tto their suFFestion, as a lamb
to a silken string. 2L
p. 374.
- Paul Radin, The Trickster, with commentaries by
Karl Ker4nyi; and C.G. Jung (new York: Greenwood Press,
1956), p. ix. Radin, who laid the groundwork for the study
of this figure in his recording and analysis of its mani-
festation in the myths of the Winnebago Indians, comments
In the section from here quoted on the general qualities of
the figure, which he calls a product of the "mythopoeic
imagination" of the human race. Radin, n. x.
28Wilson, p. 243. Scott also believes Polonius is
"humouring the 'madman.'" Scott, p. 89.
61
However, in another aspect of the situation, it is Hamlet
who triumphs. For Polonius, who earlier in the play notes
the significance of Hamlet's supposed nonsense, here brushes
his words aside, almost absent-mindedly agreeing with him,
thus missing the symbolic meaning of the lines, which can
be internreted as giving a clue to Hamlet's behaviour.29
He, who on one level is manipulating a "madman," is being
fooled on another; he is missing clues to a problem he is
trying to solve.
Polonius also exhibits some of the more dangerous
characteristics of the trickster. The trickster, Jung says,
"often plays malicious jokes on people, only to fall victim
In his turn to the vengeance of those whom he has injured,"30
a description which especially fits Polonius' fate in the
closet scene. The trickster is not "really evil," says Jung,
but "he does the most atrocious things from sheer uncon-
sciousness and unrelatedness,"31 an attribute of the figure
which describes Polonius' motivation in staging the closet
scene and, moreover, his system of ethics in dealin7 with any
situation.
Also, some of the more specific characteristics of
no
`-'1:n reference to this, Goddard interprets the lines
as follows: the camel represents Hamlet's burden in the
first two acts; the weasel, his wiliness and wrath in the
third; and the whale, the unconscious which finally swallows
him. Goddard, pp. 357 and 354.
30Jung, The Archetypes, n. 256.
31Ib1d., o. 264.
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the trickster, especially his ability to change sex and
shape, may be suggested in the play. Concerning the first,
although Radin discusses this power only as it is evidenced
in the Winnebago cycle, he stresses that no trickster cycle
4
Is without it.32 Polonius, of course, does not literally
change sex or even masquerade as a female (as does Falstaff,
another trickster figure, in The nerry Wives of Windsor) in
the play. However, due to tne other character splits and
projections in the play, it is perhaps not capricious to
view the Ophelia of the eavesdropping scene as an extension
or projection of Polonius; she, carrying out Polonius'
project, is symbolically Polonius in disguise, doing a job--
seduction--that he cannot do in his normal guise. Coinci-
dentally, perhaps, but, since the figure is similar in all
Its manifestations, fittingly, in the Winnebago cycle, Radin
relates, the trickster changes his sex to female in order to
marry the chief's son.33 Indeed, the Ophelia of this scene
is not the Ophelia of the leavetakinp: or the mad scenes;
Polonius' deliberate staging gives it a peculiar quality.
It is the only time in the play that Ophelia shows any trace
of guile or deviousness; and here, as an extension of
Polonius, she uses his method of "by indirecticns find
directions out" (11.1.56). And, in fact, although the




Is staged,34 Lewis believes that in Kyd's play, which was
perhaps Shakesneare's more immediate model, the scene was
not staged but occurred naturally.35 Whether there was an
intermediate play or not, Shakespeare's structuring of the
scene had a purpose.
Thus, just as the anima figure is closely connected
with the positive aspect of the wise old man, (as was dis-
cussed in Chapter Three), so it is with the negative aspect.36
Actually, Ophelia's serving as Polonius' persona in this
scene may be the reason for her being considered by some
critics to be superfluous after this scene; although this
opinion that she is later superfluous is contested in other
parts of this discussion, she does indeed derive some of her
purpose in the play from being a projection of Polonius.
Polonius, too, in keeping with what Jung calls the
trickster's "powers as a shape-shifter,"37 is a fluid
character, not only appearing different at different times
but also re-appearing, after his death, in the guise of
another. Concerning the first, for instance, in tie same
34These differ from Shakespeare's, however, in that
they are designed to find out whether or not the Hamlet
prototype is mad, not the cause of the madness.
35Lewis, p. 114. Lewis derives this theory from a
German play which, he believes, is based on Kyd's play.
36This closeness is stressed by Jung, who says that
the anima figure "hides...the powerful archetype of the




scene, at different times, Hamlet describes Polonius as an
old man (II.ii.198-206) and as a baby (U.11..391-392).
Then, after his death, he appears again in the character
of Osric. This introduction of a new character near the end
of the play, although dramatically risky, is fitting because
he takes over Polonius' function of master of ceremonies.
Like other characters in the play, they are linked by their
function.38 Just as it is Polonius' Jot to advise Hamlet
that the players have arrived, it is Osric's job to tell Hamlet
that the duel is about to begin. noth times Hamlet already
knows about the event and uses the occasion for banter.
However, though he shows both some respect for Polonius (for
Instance, when he tells the players not to mock him) and mudl
disrespect, he dismisses Osric with a wave of the hand. This
Is because Polonius, in death, has assumed his original role
of wise old man. Hence, evidence of this role is not found
in Osric; thus, he does not affect Hamlet as Polonius does,
arousing neither some respect nor what looks like a dispor-
portionate amount of disrespect. He is merely the fool,
a Polonius without the acuity that engendered some regard:
he is at his height; and, at his height, unlike Polonius, he
Is a fool. (Also, as will be discussed later in another
context, the skull of Yorick may be another extension of
38In Hamlet, perhaps more so than in any other
Shakespearean play, the characters' functions are more
distinctive than their personal traits. As John Holloway
says of Hamlet, "The issue is not, what kind of man Hamlet
Is; but what he does" in The Story of the Night (Lincoln:
Miversity of Nebraska Press, 1961), p7-72.
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Polonius, showing dramatically his fate.)
The trickster can also change himself into an animal,
as both Radin and Kerenyi note.
39 And it is in the referral
by Hamlet to Polonius as an animal--a calf--that the two
aspects of the trickster mentioned at the beginning of this
section merge. The trickster, says Jung, [corresponds] to
a psyche that has hardly left the animal leve1."4° Never-
theless, he continues, he is the "forerunner of the 
saviour.“ 
Thus, as Jung says, he has a "divine-animal nature."42
Accordingly, Polonius is an animal, a calf, a guise in which
he serves as a scapegoat, his sacrifice predating the sacri-
fice of the hero, whose spirituality contrasts greatly with
the trickster's lesser power of magic, making his sacrifice
transcendent, the trickster's, or Polonius' , truncated.
(The two sacrifices are discussed more fully in Chapter Six.)
Incidentally, that there are two sacrifices--the
fool-trickster's and the hero's--in the play is paradigmatic
of the trickster cycle; for, Radin relates, the trickster
39Radin 1 o. 35, and Kerenvi, in Radin, on. 174-5.
Kerenyi also says that in this aspect of his character, the
trickster sometimes appears as a fox. Ker6nyi, in Radin,
p. 175. Thus, Hamlet's calling himself a fox ("Hide fox, ard
all after” CIV.iii.30-1]), while it may refer to a game on the
literal level, may also relate to Hamlet's taking over some
of Polonius' traits immediately after the killing. However,
due to the ambiguity of the line, he may be referring to
Polonius as the fox, since it is he whom they are hunting.





cycle sometimes has with it an incorporated hero my -k:h. The
purpose of this hero, he says, is to further the civilization
process of the society to which it is stressed that he is
inextricably linked." In relation to this, it is the
trickster's due to be destroyed .4,1hen, Kerenyi states,
the new level of consciousness is reached. And not only
is Polonius destroyed at this point in the play, but also the
manner of his death and his character and treatment before-
hand fit the schema. Before his death, Kerenyi says, the
mana of the trickster is weakened; he is demoted to the level
of a harmless entertainer by the people's de-emphasizing
his magical powers and emphasizing his ridiculous aspects.
44
Similarly, Polonius is derided and denigrated on an ascending
scale in the course of the play. The trickster is also
sometimes, Kerenyi relates, equated with the dev1l,
45 as is
Polonius in his relationship with Claudius. In addition,
Kerenyi continues, he is sometimes combined with the culture's
hero/46: thus, when the hero dies, the trilkster dies; and,
of course, the two sacrifices fit this aspect.
"Raclin, p. 166.





The next step in Polonius' degeneration is that of
scapegoat, which he becomes when he is killed behind the
arras. The reverberations make this as vitally an important
scene on the archetypal level as critics contend it is on
the literal level. Polonius as scapegoat culminates the
deterioration from wise old man to fool, for this is the
traditional fate of the fool. That Polonius is also a
substitute for the king gives the role an added dimension,
allying the action with the movement from king to fool that,
along with that of wise old man to fool, occurs throughout
the play. That Shakespeare was familiar with, or at least
Instinctively aware of, the dramatic possibilities inherent
In the use of the scapegoat figure is evidenced by what
several critics discover in the character of Falstaff, with
whom Polonius shares several important traits.
The importance of the closet scene at_ the literal
level is much commented upon; it is considered the turning
point of the play by several critics working with the
tradition of the Senecan revenge tragedy. It is during this
scene, the critics agree (although for slightly different
reasons), that Hamlet seas his doom. Two critics, Eleanor
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Prosser and Bernard Grebanier, say this is so because the
murder of Polonius prompts Claudius to take immediate action,
Claudius being the instrument, Prosser believes, by which
justice, according to the standards of Shakespeare's time,
is carried out. She says:
According to both Elizabethan and modern law, his
intent, his "malice forethought," makeJ him as guilty
of first-deFree rurder as if his victim had actually
been Claudius. Not until this moment is Hamlet
morally, legally, and dramatically under sentence of
death. The fatal thrust through the arras marks the
turning point, for not until then does Claudius
realize the immediate threat to his life and change
his plan of counterattack from self-defense to
murder.'
Grebanier, however, believes Hamlet doomed because the very
rashness of this act is his tragic flaw, the nossession
of which sentences him to death.
2
Two other critics, Joan Hartwig and Fredson Sowers,
see the scene as having a more complex effect and outcome
than just turning the pursued into the nursuer. Polonius'
death, says Hartwig, teaches Hamlet the superficiality of
the traditional revenge code. His murder of Polonius, she
says, "provides a reductive action that heightens and expands
the play's reneral theme: 'Vengeance is mine, I will repay,
saith the Lord."3 Bowers goes even further in this vein,
basing his analysis upon a complex interpretation r the line,
'Eleanor Prosser, Hamlet and RevenFe (California:
Stanford University Press, 1967), n. 192.
2Grebanier, no. 190-1.
3Joan Hartwig, "Parodic Polonius," Texas Studies in
Literature and Language 13 (1971): 225.
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"I must be their [heaven's] scourge and minister" (II.iv.175).
Bower contends that by Hamlet's killing Polonius "on his
own" without a directive from heaven, he "has irretrievably
stained his hands with innocent blood by his usurping action,
and foreseeing Heaven [withholds] his proper victim as its
punishment.”4 Instead of being a public minister of justice,
ordained and forgiven by Heaven, Hamlet, Rowers explains,
here shows himself to be the other type of human agent for
God's will--a scourge, who, according to Elizabethan theology,
was a condemned man who, because he had already sinned and
therefore had nothing to lose, was chosen by God to carry
out some act of revenge which involved sin.
5 It is at this
point, then, and tecause of this theological distinction,
says Bowers, that Hamlet's death becomes inevitable, since
a scourge "visits wrath alone, the delayed good to rest in
another's hands.
116 Thus, Bowers continues, the closet scene
is the turning point of the play not because it reveals
Hamlet's intentions to Claudius ("a shallow concept," says
Bowers, "which irnores the blood that has just been shed in
defiance of divinE law"7) but because it motivates "for the
Elizabethan audience the justice of the tragic
4
Fredson Bowers "Hamlet as inister and Scourge,"





catastrophe"8; "by a direct and continuous line of act
ion,"
he says, "the catastrophe goes back to the killing of
Polonius."9 (This last point is also made by Nigel Alexa
nder,
who contends that the rraveyard scene, too, is directly re-
lated to the closet scene. In addition, he says, two events
caused by Polonius' death--his dauFhter's madness and his
son's attempts at revenge--determine the course of action up
to the last scene.10) Thus, as this sampling shows, this
scene not only establishes Polonius as, in lkin Calhoun
Wilson's words, "an organic part"llof the play, but also is
a juncture within the action itself.
The Senecan revenge motif, however, is only one ele-
ment in the play. It helps explain the events on the 
level
of action, but on another level--the symbolic—it is p
erhaps
more aptly viewed as a catalyst than as an explanation
, for
It makes possible actions which, seen on the symbolic level,
connote rites of passage involving sacrifice.
In the ritual of sacrifice, the community transfers
all its sins to a chosen figure and then kills hir!, the
reby
purifying itself. That this custom was observed in
classical antiquity is well accepted, but, as Sir Jane
s





"Nigel Alexander, Poison, Play and Duel (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska PreFF7-7771.7-70.
Wilson, "Polonius in the Round," p. 83.
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12
to have been wholly axtinct," although by Shakespeare's
time it had teen modified and transmuted into ceremonies of
plays performed at holiday times. That Shakespeare made
use of these ritual-based dramas and holiday festivals is
analyzed by several critics, one of them being C.L. Barber,
whose study of Shakespeare's use of the "Lord of Misrule"
figure is now a classic. The dramatic use of these remnants
the effectiveness of which is dependent upon subtlety, was
possible in Shakespeare's time, says Barber, only when they
were "still in the blood tut no longer in the brain.
"13
On the archetypal level, Polonius' chief role is
that of scapegoat, a role he assumes when he is killed behind
the arras in the traditional manner of the scapegoat, wh
o,
being blindfolded or disguised in some way, does not see his
killer nor does his killer see him.
14 In his role as
scapegoat, Polonius' sacrifice has an ambigious, even 
dual,
nature and purpose: he is both a parody of authorit
y and
an authority figure. First, he is suited for this r
ole
because of his incarnation of the fool, for, as Cirlot 
states,
12S1r James Frazer, "The Scapegoat," in John B. Vickery
and J'nan M. Sellery, eds., The Scapegoat: Ritual an
d
Literature (Boston: lioup.htoriffifflin Company, 1972
77P. 12.
13C.1„ 7arter, Shakespeare's Festive Comedies (Cleve-
land and New York: The World Publishing Company, 19
63),
D. 11.
14In both the version by Saxo Grammaticus and the on
e
by Belleforest, the Polonius prototype is only wounded 
while
hidden; the Hamlet prototype finishes him after h
e is
uncovered. Gollancz, p. 113 and p. 207.
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the fool often "plays the part of scapego
at in the ritual
sacrifice of humans' 5 and his resembla
nce to the vice
figure, for, in this latter aspect, the ven
ial sins of the
court are transferred to and centered in hi
m. Thus, in this
sense his role represents the inversion of 
order common to
sacrifices in the Saturnalian vein. However,
 Polonius is
not only a fool and a vice figure; he is also
 a figure of
authority in the court, even, as some cri
tics point out, an
embodiment of it, -6 an aspect which Jacob B
ronowski says
figures thusly in the scapegoat schema:
In [the] fight against natural chaos, the guil
t
of society is that it is a society. The guilt
 is
order, and the guilty are those whose autho
rity
Imposes order. If the scapegoat is to shou
lder this
sin, then it is a farce to have him a child o
r a
broken-down prostitute. Only the man of au
thority
can expiate the sin of order. Either he mu
st die
himself, or what should be his death must i
ndeed
sink to farce.17
Thus Hamlet's act both removes a personification 
of venial
sins from the court and removes the person who plo
ts and
"keeps the wheels running" for Claudius. T
hen, at Claudius'
death, the court, having been weakened irrepar
ably by Polon-
lus' death, is cleansed of its mortal sins and 
totally
15Cirlot, n. 106.
16Por instance, Ivor Morris says, "Polo
nius is the
embodiment of Hamlet's Denmark" in Shakespe
are's God (!:elor
York: St. Martin's Press, 1972), n. 375. Other c
ritics
Include Alexander, rp. 120-1, Schucking, p. 9, 
and Wilson,
What Happens in "hamlet," pp. 131-2.
17Jacob Bronowski, "The Scapegoat Kin," 
in Vickery
and Sellery, p. 37.
destroyed; and a new, clean, right order is ushered in.
Thus Polonius' sacrifice, while not totally effective, is a
step in the right direction.
This role, although embedded in the action of the
play, derives much of its mana from a second source--what
1R
loddard calls Shakespeare's "supersubtleties.
u These are
words or phrases which may go unnoticed, but which, when
examined in their context, are
that "unmistakable tone" which
play but not in his sources.12
seen to be responsible for
Eliot finds in Shakespeare's
In this respect two words
are particularly significant because of their associations.




the scapegoat tradition, for, many times, as is
the Old Testament, it is a fatted calf that is
sacrifice. Also, the scapeFoat tradition is
perhaps tenuously linked to Polonius' much analyzed inter-
spersing of farm imagery into his speeches employing (for the
most part) legal or official jargon. The scapegoat is con-
nected with agriculture in that he, says Bronowski, is killed
to atone for the chief sin of mankind--the nractice of
agriculture itself. "The sin," says Pronowski, "is civil-
ization; [and in this case] the scapegoat is less a sinner
18Goddard, n. 340fn.
19Eliot, in Bevington, D. 25.
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than a tribute paid to nature."  
Although this may appear




Another instance of connotative language 
occurs in
Hamlet's saying of Polonius' corpse, "you
 shall nose him
as you go up the stairs into the lobby" 
(IV.iii.36-7). The
use of the word "nose" connotes animals, 
specifically pigs,
nosing around--feeling with their nose--in 
the earth, as
well as dogs following a trail by sniffing. Thi
s not only
ties in with the other animal imagery in the play 
but also
with the fate of the sacrificial fool in primiti
ve times:
he was thrown to the pigs or dogs. In fact, in 
the story
ty Saxo Grammaticus, the Hamlet prototype, Amleth,
 kills the
Polonius prototype, who is unnamed, cuts him up, 
boils the
pieces, and flings them "through the mouth of an o
pen sewer




 The Polonius prototype has the same fate
In the Delleforest saga, the body being cut, boiled, "and
20'Bronowski, in Vickery and Seller'', p. 37. The use
of the work "nature" in various contexts in the play may
also relate to this, as may the use of the words "gross"
ar.1. "beast," which are also used by various characters in
various contexts. These words form clusters in the reader
's
mind, creating an atmosphere not attributable to the action
itself.
21For instance, the plays, especially The Merry Wives
of Windsor, in which Falstaff appears as a scapegoat figure
are loaded with references to holidays whose observances
Include some type of ceremony connoting sacrifice.
220ollancz, pp. 114-115.
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then cast . . . into an open vaulte or privie, that so it
mighte serve for foode to the hogges."23 Given this back-
ground, then, it is not surprising that Shakespeare has
Hamlet say, when asked whe/e the body of Polonius is, that
Polonius is "not where he eats, tut where 'a is eaten" (IV.
111.19). With just such subtleties of lanrua7e as these
examples does Shakespeare build un the submer7ed meaning of
the play.
Polonius' death takes on added meaning from his
being a substitute for the king, an aspect of his death
which has not 7one unnoticed by critics analyzing the literal
level of the play. The evidence for the substitute is fairly
obvious, being stressed, as Hartwig noints out, by both
Hamlet and Claudius as follows: immediately after killing
Polonius, Hamlet says, "Is it the Kin?" (III.iv.26); and
Claudius, realizinr his danrer, says, "It had been so with
us, had we been there" (IV.1.13).24
This aspect of Polonius' death is significant on
the literal level in several ways, critics say. Thematically,
Hartwig notes, it is another instance of Polonius' narodyin7
of the other characters in the nlay.25 Alexander sees a
dramatic purrose as well as a thematic one, for, he says, the





what might have happened if Hamlet had killed the
King without thinking about it. The way in which
Laertes and Ophelia react to their father's death
with the full capacity of their passionate natures
supplies the answer. The chain of disaster and
sudden deathh would continue.2°
There is also another dimension of the substitute
which correlates with an Oedipal reading of the play. Just
as Claudius has cantured the love of the mother, Polonius
has taken away Hamlet's other love. Thus, he could represent
a secondary father figure to Eamlet, an interpretation rut
forth by Jones in his study of the Oedipal element in the
play. He says,
That (Polonius] is but a substitute for the step-
father, i.e., a father imago, is shown by the ease
with which the two are identified in Hamlet's mind:
_after stabbing him he cries out "Is it the King?"
although he knows it cannot te.27
On the archetypal level, Polonius is also a substitute
for Claudius, a fate for which both his roles of wise old man
and fool have prepared him. Concerning the first, the wise
old man, whose positive side, it has been stated before,
consists of wisdom and intuition, has also, as is related
by Jung, a "negative and unfavourable" side." And it is this
side of the wise old man which dies in Claudius' stead.2°
26Alexander, pp. 119-20.
27Jones, n . 154-5.
28Jung, The Archetypes, p. 22r.
29It is this which makes possible Polonius' , in death,
being referred to as "most still, most secret, and most
grave" (III.iv.215), all attributes of the positive side of
the wise old man figure.
The logistics of this are
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explained by Jung. The unfavourable
half of the wise old man, he says, Is
invisible, but appears in the shape of a murderer
who seeks the hero's life. Fventually the hero
succeeds in killing his persistent murderer, but
in the struggle he also kills the one-sided old
man, so that the identity of the two victims is
clearly revealed. 30
This discourse describes the action of the play as well as if
Jung were talking about the play instead of just the general
nualities of the wise old man archetype.
Second, as the archetypal fool, Polonius functions,
as Cirlot says the fool often does, as an "inversion of the
king—the inversion, that is to say, of the possessor of
supreme powers" making him "the victim chosen as a substi-
tute for the king,"31 an onus which accounts for the propriety
of Hamlet's saying, immediately after killing Polonius,
"Thou wretched, rash, intruding fool, farewell!/I took thee
for thy better" (111.iv.32-33).
This aspect of Polonius' death is only one instance
of the movement from fool to king and king to fool that occurs
throughout the play32 (as this polarity itself is only one
example of the movement between opposites which forms the
archetypal basis of the play); it is solidly embedded in the
design. This movement is graphically illustrated, for instance
3°1 bid.
31Cirlot, p. /49.
32Hamlet's vacillation between the two poles of her-
prince and fool is also part of this design.
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in Claudius's ordering Polonius' body to be found and taken
into the chapel. In this instance Claudius and Polonius
exchange places, for Claudius was in the chapel right before
the closet scene. The same polarity from fool to king is
also in the scene in which Hamlet holds Yorick's skull avid
ponders the meaning of death (V.1.76-210). His mind wanders
from the fool to heroes and kings. As he speaks of death in
terms of the fool and the king, so has he recently killed
a fool and will soon kill a kin. Aptly, this scene closes
with the entrance of the king, Claudius. Given this pattern,
then, the death of Polonius portends the death of Claudius.
This movement is also alluded to figuratively
several times. For instance, it is suggested when Hamlet
says, "Your fat king and your lean beggar is but variable
service--two dishes, but to one table" (IV.i1i.23-24),33
a line that could mean that the king, as well as the fool,
1%!11 be eaten by the worms alluded to in Hamlet's dPserip-
tion of where Polonius' body is: he is "not where he eats
but where 'a is eaten. A certain convocation of oolitic
worms are e'en at him" (IV.11i.19-21). Also, Hamlet, a few
33Hartwig points out the similarity of these words to
the gravediger's in a later scene (V.1.165-168); both even,
as she points out, use the pronoun "your" in the same way.
Hartwig, p. 224. Also, concerning these lines, since
Polonius himself is linked with the gravediggers by at least
one critic, Francis Fergusson, who says that both they and
Polonius have a "complacent irrelevancy" (Francis Fergusson,
(The Idea of a Theatre, [New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, l967, p. 138.), there could perhaps be here a very
subtle suggestion of the ancient belief that the slayer takes
on the attributes of the victim.
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lines later, says, foreshadowing the graveyard discours
e,
that he has tried to prove that "a king may go a pro
gress
through the guts of a beggar" (IV.iii.30-31), an allusion
which may hearken back to the ancient practice, outline
d by
Roger F. Toney-Kryle, of having the "individual to be purified
• pass through the carcass of a victim, perhaps to sym-
bolize rebirth."34
in both his part within the literal action of the
play and in his archetypal roles, especially the scapeFoat
role, Polonius resembles a character whose significance is
more firmly established--the Falstaff of the Henriad and
The Merry Wives of Windsor (and, not incidentally, the four
plays were probably written in the same four-year period as
Hamlet). Both Polonius and Falstaff are instrumental in t
he
return to natural order of a troubled state (or, in the case
of the Merry Wives, a community). Both do this not only by
embodying the same archetypal roles but also be unde
rgoing
the same decreneration within the roles. Falstaff, like
Polonius, has some aspects of the wise old man archetype.
And he, too, plays the fool; moreover, within this role as
fool, he resembles, critics agree, the vice figure of the old
morality plays, and, at least one critic, Sitansu Maitr
a,
postulates, the trickster figure. Falstaff, too, several
critics point out, occupies the role of the archetypal
34Roger F. Money-Kryle, The Meaning of Sacrifice
(London: The Hogarth Press, 1929; reprint ed., New 
York:
Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1965), p. 103.
so
scapegoat in the Merry Wives and in the Henriad. Both
cnaracters' degeneration from wise old man to scapegoat
Is connected with the degeneration of the society; they
absorb its ills, so that, by their death, the old order
symbolically dies. However, although both are cast in the
same role and initiate the same action, there is a difference
In the efficacy of the sacrifices. Polonius, who has his
role thrust upon him, only starts the process of renewal,
whereas Falstaff, who, there is some evidence, willingly and
knowingly assumes the role, makes certain the renewal.
There must be, Shakespeare implies in the plays, an element
of acceptance to an effective sacrifice, the acceptance which
Is seen in Hamlet's acknowledgement, after his journey to
England, of the "divinity that shapes our ends" (V.11.10).
The scapegoat, to be totally efficacious, must not just die,
but also understand the context within which his death is
necessary. This, of course, Hamlet certainly does, and, as
some elements within the Henriad lead critics to suggest,
Falstaff may be interpreted as doing.
In both Polonius and Falstaff, the sacrifice is pre-
ceded by a degeneration. Falstaff, though now grown fat and
cowardly, is a knight35 with enough reputation left to cap-
ture Coleville through its strength. Falstaff may, too, just
35In The Two Noble Kinsmen, in one of the Shakespearean
scenes, knights are spoken of as sacrifices: Arcite says,
beginning an address, "Knights, kinsmen, lovers, yea my
sacrifices" (V.1.34).
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as Polonius, embody the negative aspect (and even the pos-
itive aspect) of the wise old man archetype, since this
negative aspect is related to the trickster manifestation in
both.
Like Polonius, though, Falstaff has degenerated
into a fool. He, too, is on the outside trying to get in,
which, as Cirlot states, is the archetypal struggle of the
fool.36 Although both try to break into the inner circle,
they both, as Schucking says of Falstaff, belong "to the
dramatic tradition which makes the clown the center of the
comic underplot [italics mine) in the serious drama."37
As the center of this comic underplot, both Polonius,
as Hartwig shows, and Falstaff, as Roy aattenhouse points
out, narody, by, in Ilartwir's words, presenting "central
concerns through another nerspective"and suggesting, "in
advance, limitations that might not otherwise be apnarent."38
This is true, in both cases, not only of individual scenes
and characters but also, ultimately, of what the two critics
Interpret as the basic theme of each play. Polonius' death,
says Hartwig, "provides a reductive action that heightens and
expands" the theme of revenge ordained by God versus that
39






shows Hamlet the "shallowness" of the revenge code promulgated
by the elder Hamlet, enabling him to move "beyond the reduc-
tive parody of man-made revenge to affirm the operation of a
divine code of justice in human action.U'0 Likewise, Batten-
house contends that Hal's values are a travesty of the
Christian values that the more perceptive Falstaff exhibits
and embodies.41 Thus in this latter case the parody reduces
the supposed hero.
As the fool, Falstaff resembles, just as Polonius
does, the traditional vice figure, a resemblance which, in
Falstaff's case, is generally agreed upon by critics. He,
like Polonius, stays on the petty side of crime, advocating
such pleasures as drinking and drabbing, but recoils vio-
lently at the mortal crimes,such as murder (in Henry IV,
Part I, Falstaff, at Gad's Hill, panics at the mention of
murder, just as Polonius does in gertrude's bedroom). It
is their function to represent the lesser sins; "Banish
plump Jack," says Falstaff," and banish all the world" (IF'
II.iv.484-5). Likewise, as is noted by several critics,
Polonius represents just that set of worldly values which
Hamlet must reject. Both Hal and Hamlet must, to accomplish
their objectives, reject the world; and this is perhaps best
shown dramatically by having the world personified by one
"Ibid. pp. 224-5.
41Roy Battenhouse, "Falstaff as Parodist and Perhaps
Holy Food," PMLA 90 (January 1975): 48. Battenhouse's view




Like Polonius, too, Falstaff embodies the trickster
archetype, an incarnation discussed by Sitansu Maitra. In
the character of Falstaff, he says, the "archetype of the
trickster materializes itself in a human being whose natural
frailties come out one after another in Part II and dis-
gustingly in the !errv Wives, the trickster in dotage and
deoay."43 Thus both Polonius and Falstaff represent the
last phase of the trickster cycle, the one which occurs just
prior to the resurgence of civilization affected by the hero,
whose role is sometimes linked with that of the trickster.
rlaitra says,
Falstaff is at bottom an externalization or
projection of the trickster in Hal himself . . • •
Pe] is a part of Hal, an inalienable part, an
aspect of his personality which grew insistent and
claimed its right to expression.'
And, Maitra roes on, "Sir John's sudden death is symbolical
of the dying out of the trickster in him [Hal) at the moment
420f course, in Hamlet, Polonius is only one of the
symbols of the world, Ophelia being another. Since Hal'
s
role is to effect change himself by living, and Hamlet's
Is to effect change by dying, hamlet has another side of
himself, the shadow side personified by Claudius, to 
throw




Sitansu Maitra, Psycholo.gical Realism and Arch
etypes:
The Trickster in Shakespeare (Calcutta, India: Bookland
Private Limited, 1967), P. 137. Although Maitra does 
not
distinguish between the Falstaff of the Henriad and 
the
Merry Wives, there is a distinct difference: the 
Falstaff
of the7q-7/ 1-7y Wives is a much more stylized character 
than
the complex Falstaff of the llenriad.
Maitra, p. 122.
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he goes forth on his victorious French expedition.
,45 
And
Polonius, representing the trickster, dies just as Hamlet
embarks on the journey to England which ultimately ma!es
him victorious, albeit in a different way than Pal.
It Is fitting, then, since the trickster manifes-
tation is in its last stare, that so much is made of both
Polonius' and Palstaff's age; their infirmities are detailed
again and again, especially in Falstaff's case, with seeming
cruelty. It is nerhans not without significance, too, that
this emphasis on Polonius' and Palstaff's age is accomnanied
by remarks such as the following: "That preat baby you see
there is not yet out of his swaddling cicuts" (11.11.389-90),
Hamlet says of Polonius to Rosencrantz, who answers, "Happily
he is the second time come to them, for they say an old man
is twice a child" (11.11.391-2). And, concerning Falstaff,
Hostess Quickly says that he died like "any christom child"
(H5 II.111.11-12). This paradox is perhaps an allusion to,
in both cases, what Hattenhouse finds at the base of the
paradox in Falstaff, the medieval tonos of the "nuer senex 
(the old young man, more charming than in youth), [which was
inspired by Bible texts which value a spiritualized child-
likeness.04 -6 However, there may be more to it than this.
45Ibid. r. 137.
46Battenhouse, n. 48. Battenhouse also cites an
established case, the Passio SS. Perpetuae et Pelicitatis,
where, he says, accordinp. to Ernest R. Curtius, "the martyrs
are vouchsafed a vision of God 'as a hoary old man with
snow-white hair and a youthful countenance'" (Ibid.), a
description which, at least the part about the hair,
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The child, says Cirlot, is "symbolic of that stage 
of life
when the old man, transformed, acquires a new simplicity."
It is also symbolic, he continues, of the "formative f
orces
of the unconscious of a beneficent and protective kind
"
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which may erupt at the time of this transformation. T
hus,
in both Polonius' and Falstaff's case, the old is being
transformed into the new; not only do they, by thei
r age,
symbolize the age of the society, they also, by hav
inr this
asnect of themselves destroyed, symbolize, in their
 dual
guise as old man and child or baby, that the new ha
s been
born of the destruction of the old. As the society b
egins
again, so, in a way, do they, being symbolic of mankin
d.
However, this strange paradox of the young old man
Is accompanied in the play t71 that of the old young 
man.
After delineating the frailties of old age to Polonius
,
Hamlet says to him, "You yourself, sir, should be
 old as I
am if, like a crab, ycu could go backward" (11.11.205-
6).
Thus, Hamlet, though he is chronologically young, 
is also
part of the old order. Thus, he, too, is sy
mbolically old,
and must die when the old order dies, as he 
does. 7/loreover,
this same paradox is seen in Ophelia, w
ho also may be con-
sidered a sacrificial figure. She, too, 
is spoken of as
being, in a way, old. When she goes mad 
after Polonius'
death, Laertes asks, "Iset possible a you
ng maid's wits/
corresponds to Onhelia's (who is consid
ered by some a martyr)
description of Polonius, though the mea
ning of her vision,




Should be as mortal as an old man's life?" (I
V.v.159-60).
That this paradox is absent in the Saxo Grammatic
us and
Belleforest versions--in both, the Hamlet and aph
elia
prototypes do not die immediately--suggests 
perhaps that
Shakespeare inserted it to parallel the young man
 paradox,
keeping the movement between opposites consist
ent. The
youth-old age archetype, like the others, conta
ins within
itself its opposites, thereby insuring its r
egeneration.
In addition to Falstaff's general resemblance to th
e
trickster figure discussed by Maitra, Falstaff, t
oo, like
Polonius, has some of the specific characteristic
s of the
figure. He, too, is a shape-shifter, appearing bot
h as a
woman in the Merry Wives, paralleling Polonius' ap
pearing
in the projection of Ophelia, and, in keeping with 
what Jung
calls the "divine-animal nature"48 of the trickster
, as a
sacrificial animal, the connotations of which bear 
on
Falstaff as a sacrificial figure just as Polonius' 
being
called a calf does.
That Falstaff is a scapegoat figure is n
ut forth
by several critics. Concerning the Merry Wives, 
J.A. Bryant
says:
Shakespeare, knowingly or unknowingly, seems t
o
have arranged Falstaff's three humiliations [th
e
laundry basket episode, the transvestite episode
,
and the final forest scene] in an order of
increasing seriousness so that the whole serie
s
has the painful effect of stripping away o
ne by
one the layers of civility that normally shi
eld
48junc, The Archetypes, p. 264.
•
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the primitive nerve in our psyche and make the
darker part of our humanity bearable. Thus, while
we laugh at the spectacle of Falstaff in the forest,
we may also shudder as we laugh; for this last
humiliation, involving as it does the victim dis-
guised as an animal and the people's participation
In the punishment of that victim, suggests unmis-
takably the ancient castigation of the scapegoat,
whereby an animal, or a man, or a man dressed as an
animal was made to take upon himself and suffer for
the sins of a whole community.49
As the scapegoat, Falstaff, Bryant says, restores the natural
order of Windsor."
Concerning the Ilenriad, C.L. Barber says that
Falstaff, as a Saturnalian Lord of Misrule figure, takes upon
himself the sins of the two kings, Richard II and Henry IV,
by carrying "to comically delightful and degraded extremes
both a magical use of noral sanctions [like Richard II] and
the complementary opportunistic manipulation and skepticism
[of Henry iyj." Thus, Barber continues,
By turning on Falstaff as a scapegoat, . . . the
prince can free himself from the sins, the "bad luck,"
of Richard's reign and of his father's reign, to
become a king in whom chivalry and a sense of divine
ordination are restored."51
Also, concerning the Henriad, Rattenhouse, basing his
Interpretation on the Biblical allusions in the plays, con-
tends that although Falstaff masquerades in the guise of a
mere fool, "his inner intent is a charitable almsgiving of
149J.A. Bryant, "Falstaff and the Renewal of Windsor,"




brotherly self-humiliation and fatherly truth-telling.52
Palstaff's humor, says Battenhouse, has an intellectual base
and a purpose; he uses it to parody the state of the common-
wealth in an attempt to jolt Hal into an awareness of his
father's "makeshift royalt," as in the scene in which he
enacts King Henry 17 with a chair, a cushion, and a dagger
for props, implying, says Rattenhouse, that father's
claim to the throne is no more authentic than these props.53
However, Rattenhouse Foes on, Hal never gets the point over
which Falstaff martyrs himself."
In Falstaff's embodiment of the scapegoat role, he
resembles Polonius in several respects. First, the basic
outline of the roles is the same. Roth Polonius and Falstaff
are substitute fathers who are also substitutes for the king;
and both are killed by their surrogate sons, who also are
both princes. And, siFnificantly, both Polonius and Palstaff
have played the fool for their princes and surrorate sons,
perhaps thereby insuring their end, for, as is discussed in
the section on Polonius as fool, it is the fool who is often
chosen as a sacrificial substitute for the kinr.
Not only is the basic schema the same, but there are
also several parallel incidents. First, as has been dis-





figure is usually concealed in one way or another; he mus
t
be divested of his individuality If he is to stand for 
the
community.55 And both Polonius and Falstaff receive harm
from their surrogate sons while concealed. It is when
Falstaff lies asleep behind the arras, M.D. Faber 
points
out, that Hal first, through what Faber calls a slip o
f the
tongue, reveals his wish for Palstaff's death; "I'll
 nrocure
this fat rogue a charge of foot, and I know his de
ath will
be a march of twelve score" (IH4 II.iv.550-1), Hal says.
Thus, says Faber,
Hal's death-wish [for Falstaff), having been aroused
by the sound of the old man's heavy breathing as
well as by the sight of his drunken, sleeping body
,
has this time moved much closer to the surface,
although it will not, indeed cannot, ever become
entirely conscious in that it is ultimately derive
d
from a constellation of forbidd.9n feelings toward
the actual parent, King Henry.5t=
Thus, in both cases, harm is done or wished done to the
scapegoat figure behind an arras.
Also, the two scapegoat figures are alluded
 to in
animal--sacrificial animal--terms. In fact
, Falstaff, too,
is called a calf, just as Polonius is. In 
Henry IV, Part I,
In the scene in which Falstaff tells the 
false story
95Both Hamlet and Hal strin their victims of 
their
individuality and negate any relationship to 
them. "I know
thee not, old man" (2H4 V.v.47), says Hal. 
And when Hamlet
Is asked by Gertrude who is behind the arras, 
he says, "I
know not" (III.iv.27).
56'1.D. Faber, "Falstaff Behind the Arras," Am
erican 
Imago 27 (1970): 202.
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concerninF the robbery, Hnl says, "And, Falstaff, you carried
your guts away as nimbly, with as quick dexterity, and
roared for mercy, and still run
bullcalf" (II.iv.260-3). Also,
Falstaff a "roasted 7anningtree
and roared, as ever I heard
in Part One, Tal calls
ox" (II.iv.457), referring
to the oxen who were fattened to be eaten at the annual fair
at Manningtree, an instance which, says Battenhouse, imparts
to Falstaff some of the "aura of holiness that surrounds oxen
57
in Christian lore. 
,'- Also, In Fart Two of Henry IV, Poins
calls Falstaff a "martlemas" (II.ii.100), a beef fattened
for slaughter on Martlemas Day; and Doll refers to him as a
"Bartholomew boar-pig" (II.iv.234-5), which was a young male
pig fattened for the Bartholomew fair. These last two
Instances, says Battenhouse, place Falstaff within the
tradition of Christ as fool, of the sacred embodied in the
profane.58 However, it should be noted that Polonius is
referred to only as a pagan sacrificial animal, while some of
the allusions pertaining to Falstaff are tinged with Christian
content, a content which is, of course, consistent with the
more efficacious sacrifice of Falstaff.
In addition, In both the Henriad and Hamlet, there are
several references to festivals or festival-like behaviour,




scapegoat. In Henry IV, Part II, the drawer refers to the
joke they are about to play on Falstaff as the "old Iftis"
(II.iv.19), or a grand festival. Also, in the scene just
before Hal rejects Falstaff, as Falstaff and his cohorts
eat and drink, Silence sings a song that includes the line,
"And welcome merry Shrovetide" (V.iii.36), Shrovetide being
the period of feasting preceding Lent. Likewise, in Hamlet,
there is much emphasis placed on Claudius's and the court's
eating, drinking, and partying, enough indeed to suggest tha
t
Claudius may function as a Lord of Misrule figure in this
play, just as Barber says Falstaff does in the Henriad;
he may represent the mock king whose election and marriage
begin the period of festivity and revelry which upsets the
proper order, thereby creating a situation that Hamlet, the
hero, is "born to set . . . right" (I.v.189). In light of
this, Marcellus' reference, in the first scene of the play,
to the Christmas season as a time when the disturbances in
the state will end (I.1.157-64) gives the play elements in
common with the Roman Saturnalia and the Gawain and the
Green Knight tradition, since both occurred in December. 
But,
nevertheless, in both plays, license is a prominent feature,
suggesting that there may also be one or more scapegoat fi
ures involved.
However, although Polonius and Falstaff are scape-
goat figures, not only is Falstaff's sacrifice the more
efficacious, negating the need for an additional sacrifice,
but also this may be true because Falstaff is a willing
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scapegoat. Resides the evidence cited by Battenhouse, the
tone of several of Falstaff's speeches implies this.
Consider the following lines from Henry IV, Part II;
I dispraised him [Halj before the wicked, that
the wicked might not fall in love with thee.
In which doing, I have done the part of a careful
friend and a true subject, and thy father is to
give me thanks for it. No abuse, Hal. None, Ned,
none. No, faith, boys, none. (II.iv.325-30)
In these lines, which have a tone totally different from
the jests of the "fat-kidneyed rascal," the words "careful"
and "true" stand out; they are words which belie-and the
tone here is serious--Falstaff's being a mere degenerate.
Falstaff seems to be talking about a larger context than just
his and Hal's individual roles and actions; be is talking
about their roles and actions within the context of history;
and "thy father is to give me thanks for it," he says.
Falstaff is perhaps playing the role of a false spiritual
leader (hence the name "false staff" in reference to the
staff carried by the archetypal wise old man) just so Hal can
work off his hostile feelings and reject him and not the
real father (Hal's ambivalent feelings toward his real father
are well-documented, several critics even going so far as to
say that Hotspur is these negative feelings personified).
Also, by showing Hal to what license can lead, he instructs
by default; he could be serving as a surrogate future, as well
as a surrogate •.'ather. Thus, because of him, Hal can become
king and restore the natural order59 interrupted by his father's
59It must here be noted that Battenhouse, whose
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usurption, an usurption which is, as if often the case in
Shakespeare (in Hamlet, for instance) accompanied by turmoil.
Thus, appropriately, Falstaff dies at the turning o' th'
tide" (H5 II.11.1.3)," the word "tide" perhaps beinr used
in the same sense as in Julius Caesar, in which Brutus
speaks of the "tide in the affairs of men" (TV.iii.215).
Nevertheless, despite this one difference, both
characters fulfill their roles as scapegoats: Falstaff,
by his death, makes possible the well-being of the state;
and Polonius, by his death, begins the process of renewal
that eventually culminates in the return to order occasioned
by Hamlet's subsequent sacrifice. Both, whether they know it
or not, are part of a context larger than themselves, a
internretation of Falstaff's role forms part of the basis
for the theory presented here that Falstaff is a know-
ledgable and willinr victim, says that Hal's reign as king
"merely counterfeits Christian values. His reign will
be as colorful as his justice is shallow, and with
barren consequences. Falstaff rightly divined and
forecase 'a Rood shallow' bread-chipper. The very
quality of Falstaff's diction, throw:I-lout the drama,
has reflected an intelligence superior to Hal's."
(Battenhouse, p. 48).Nevertheless, Hal's accession does mark
the end of turmoil, just as Fortinbras' does, even though,
in this latter case, too, Hamlet, the royal scapegoat, is
superior in many ways to Fortinbras. And, in fact, this
lack of insight and gratitude may be the final irony of
Falstaff's sacrifice, for, in Hamlet, the recenients acknow-
ledge their debt.
"Maitra says that these lines (as do most of Mistress
Quickly's description of Falstaff's death) signal the dying
out of the trickster figure in Hal who can now begin his
"career of glory and consolidation of power"; the trickster,
Maitra says,"dissolves into the elements after doing his
self-appointed task." Maitra, p. 129.
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context which is implied in the verbal parallels describing
their death. "'A made a finer end" (II.iii.10-11), says
Mistress Quickly of Falstaff in Henry V; and says Ophelia
of Polonius, "they say 'a made a Food end" (IV.v.185).
CHAPTER VI
THE CONTRASTING SACRIFICES
Just as Folonius and Hamlet are foils for each other
on the literal level, so they are on the archetyoal level.
Hamlet may play the fool at times, but, unlike Polonius, he
is a fool with a conscious purpose. Likewise, Hamlet is a
scapegoat, but, unlike Polonius who is the fool as scapegoat
Hamlet is the hero as scapegoat,' a not unlikely situation
since, as Erich Newmann observes, those chosen as scapegoat
are usually t:lose who do not fit into the society because
1That Hamlet is a divine -scapegoat is discussed by
critics too numerous to be discussed here. However, in
summary, in A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature,
the concensus of mythological and archetypal critics is
given as follows: "Hamlet's role in the drama is that of
the Prince-Hero who, to deliver his nation from the blight
that has fallen upon it, must not only avenge his father's
murder but also offer himself up as a royal scapegoat."
Wilfred L. "ruerin et al., A Handbook of Critical Approaches 
to Literature (New York and London: Harper and Row, 
1966),
p. 10. Actually, that Hamlet will sacrifice himself is
presaged by Horatio's saying to him as he runs after the
ghost:
"What if it tempt you to the flood, my lord,
Or to the dreadful summit of the cliff
That beetles o'er his base into the sea." (I.iv.69-71)
Not only was being hurled from a cliff one way the
traditional scapegoat was killed, but also it is the sea




of either inferiority or superiority.2 Hamlet's sacrifice
completes the process begun by Polonius' death: through
Polonius' death, the old order dies, but it is through
Hamlet's death that the new order is born. The different
effect the sacrifices have on the community is related to
the nature of the two individual's sacrifices, both of which
are connected with the mother archetype. Through symbols
connected with this archetype, Hamlet's sacrifice is, both
Individually and in its effect on the community, transcendent
while Polonius' is truncated.
The mother archetype, besides being embodied in
Gertrude, is present in the play in symbolic form in the
contrasting elements of water, from which Hamlet is
mysteriously reborn, and earth, from which there is no
rebirth. When Polonius is buried, he returns to and stays
interred within this aspect of the mother figure. Hamlet,
however, transcends, through symbols, the aspect of the
mother archetype--the terrible mother--that most affects him.
In fact, this is the reason for the Oedipal element, whose
presence in the play, according to Holland, is a point of
agreement among psychoanalytic commentators3: it gives
Impetus to and provides energy for the complex symbol
2Erich Newman, "The Scapegoat Psychology," in
The Scapegoat: Ritual and Literature, eds. John B. Vickery




formation needed for Hamlet's rebirth.
To discuss the Oedipal element on the symbolic level,
It is necessary to examine, in addition to Freud's theories
on incest (which are sufficent for a psychoanalytic exa
m-
ination of the play, based as they are on the personal
unconscious) Jung's more inclusive formulations based on h
is
study of the collective unconscious. In refuting Freud's
contention that symbol formation co,ild be explained comple
tely
as a substitute for incest, Jung argues that the basis of the
incest wish is not literal hut "the strange idea of becoming
a child again, of returning to the parental shelter, and
 of
04
entering into the mother in order to be reborn through her.
Jung also says that, although the unconscious mind is much
greater than the mother, the mother is a symbol of the 
uncon-
scious mind. Regression thus, he says, leads back to the
mother insofar as she stands for the unconscious mind. If
allowed to go on, he continues, the regression will go back
beyond the mother "to the prenatal realm of the 'Eterna
l
Feminine,' to the immemorial world of archetypal p
ossitil-
ities." In this deep, unconscious part of the mind, 
he says,
one finds the
possibilities of "spiritual" or "symbolic" life and
of progress which form the ultimate, though uncon-
scious, goal of regression. By serving as a means
of expression, as bridges and pointers, symbols help
to prevent the libido from getting stuck in the
material corporeality of the mother. Never has th
e
dilemma teen more acutely formulate than in the
4Jung, Symbols, pp. 223-4.
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Nicodemus dialogue: on the one hand the impossi-
bility of entering again into the mother's womb; on
the other, the need for rebirth from "water" and
"spirit."
Through symbols, the individual goes beyond the personal and
literal realization of a goal which involves a prohibited
act. The unconscious mind couches the wish in symbols so
that an individual may achieve this rebirth without resorting
to animalism.
Although the logistics and ramifications of Hamlet's
sacrifice are much too Intricate and vast to be treated here,
the basic schema of the symbolic rebirth involves the
archetypal night sea journey as a vehicle; and the ability of
the unconscious mind to link sea, mother, and the unconscious
mind provides the thematic unity. It is a rebirth of the
self not throurh the mother but through the unconscious
which stands for her. In Complex/Archetype/Symbol, Jacobi
details these nrecise characteristics of the archetypal night
sea journey:
A hero is devoured by a water monster in the
West (swallowing). The animal travels with
him to the East (sea :ournev). !leanwhile,
the hero lights a fire in 41e belly of the
monster (fire-lightinc), and feeling hungry,
cuts himsFTT—a plece of the heart (cutting 
off of heart). Soon afterwards he notices that
the fish has glided to dry land (landinr):
he immediately begins to cut onen the animal





Hamlet's night sea Journey fits into the basic s
ymbolic
schema; although some of the actions may be slight
ly
different, the symbolic import matches that of t
he archetype.
Pirst, the archetypal journey is at night. And
Hamlet leaves at night, after he has killed Poloni
us. This
is emphasized when Claudius says, "I'll have him h
ence
tonight" (IV.iii.55). Second, instead of being
 swallowed
by a monster, Hamlet enters a ship. However, the 
action
Is the same symbolically, for, as Cirlot reports, 
there "are
a great many references in literature testifying
 that the
boat is the cradle rediscovered (and the mother's 
womb),"7
and, likewise, Jacobi says that "entry into the belly 
of the
monster is equivalent to the return to the 
womb."8 Third,
both Journeys are over the sea.
Fourth, the opening of the letter and the changi
ng
of the message roughly correspond to the lighting of
 the
fire and the cutting of the heart, for both are
 ways the hero
saves himself. Hamlet's opening, the letter corr
esponds to
the fire-lighting, for it "sheds light upon the
 truth." And,
in dispatching Rosencrantz and luildenstern
 to their deaths,
he cuts out the heart of the monster, Claudiu
s. Fifth,
Hamlet's leaving the shin and boarding the 
pirate ship
correspond to the hero's opening and slipping





When Hamlet returns to England, he is reborn; his
note to Claudius announcing his return contains an allusion
to this. The note reads, "High and mighty, you shall know I
am set naked on your kingdom" (IV.v11.45-46). One is born
naked, and, although the word also means destitute, the
connotation reinforces the theory of the symbolic rebirth.
The king, in his confusion and consternation, exclaims,
"Naked!" (IV.vii.52), which implies that Hamlet is not using
the term in any ordinary way.
After his symbolic rebirth, Hamlet's mental and
psychic facets are reoriented, resulting in an acceptance of
life and death. Knirht outlines three ways of dealing with
the world: "(1) an easy acceptance, often guilty of insin-
cerity, a refusal to see the unpleasant; (2) rejection; and
(3) a profound acceptance, through sympathetic under-
standing."9 Hamlet has passed from a rejection of the world
to a profound acceptance. (He may have had the first atti-
tude before the events which shattered him, but it is
uncertain.) Thus, he still debates his task:
Does it not think thee, stand me now upon-
He that hath killed my kin, and whored my mother,
Popped in between th' election and my hopes,
Thrown out his angle for my proper life,
And with such coz'nare-is't not perfect conscience
To quit him with this arm? And is't not to be damned
To let this canker of our nature come
In further evil? (V.11.63-70)
However, the words are no longer "wild and whirling"
9Knight, p. 101.
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(I.v.133), but the words of one who is trying to come to a
reasonable and ethical conclusion.
Unfortunately, however, says Jung, this heroic deed
"has no lasting effects. Again and again the hero must
renew the struggle, and always under the symbol of deliverance
from the mother."
10 The second return to the mother and the
consequent rebirth occur at Hamlet's death, as death can,
Cirlot says, also be seen as a return to the mother.
11
During the night sea Journey Hamlet moved beyond the personal
to the communal, a step that is shown in the play be his
beim:. surprised that Laertes seeks revenge (V.i. 290-292), for
the concept of personal revenge Is far behind him; instead
he sees revenge, which he must now wreak on Claudius, in the
context of the community, Polonius being the vehicle that
made this distinction clear to him. "This is I,/ Hamlet the
Dane" (V.1.259-60), he says, signifying not only that he has
regained his identity but also that he considers himself an
agent of the Danish people. Then, in another step, by his
death, Hamlet moves beyond the communal to the spiritual; he
transcends even the most comnlicated symb
olic meaning that can
be contained in physical acts, existing now entirely on the
spiritual nlane, thus containing within himself an asnect of
the movement from naganism (which may be defined as the literal
10Jung, Symbols, n. 348.
117irlot, D. 207. Significantly, it is at this time
that Gertrude dies, also in a conscious sacrifice, in this
way merging spiritually with her son.
Ira
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acting out of base desires) to Christianity present in the
play.12 After his death, which is the climax of the symbolic
level, Horatio and Fortinbras represent the reborn Hamlet.
They function as the parts--his spirituality and his duty to
rule--of Hamlet that must live on. The past, which was
negated in the form of Polonius, is now re-channeled into
something more refined. Hamlet now exists as a realized
ideal, having importuned Horatio to "in this harsh world
draw [his] breath in pain,/To tell my story" (V.ii.349-50).
Polonius, though, undergoes no such transformation.
He remains on Knight's first level of easy acceptance.
Althourh Hamlet achieves immortality, even Polonius' earthly
line dies out, Ophelia even being buried without the final
rites of purification.13 It is to the earth as mother,14
12In fact, a case could perhaps be made that the nlay
is a Christian allegory, with the elder Hamlet as God,
Claudius, the "serpent," as the devil, Polonius as the
devil's helper, and Hamlet, who gives himself in order to
save others, as Christ.
13However, it can safely be inferred from the play that
Laertes will be given a proper burial, for he has some grasp
of Hamlet's role: "it is almost against FAA conscience"
(V.11.297), he says, to inflict the revenge on Hamlet for
which he has been pressing; and, he says before he dies,
"Exchange forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet" (V.11.330).
14This symbolic linking, apart from being a common
one, is found several places in Shakesneare, though perhaps
most explicitly in the following lines from Romeo and Juliet:
"The earth that's Nature's mother is her tomb.
What is her burying grave, that is her womb;
And from her womb children of divers kind
We sucking on her natural bosom find." (II.iii.9-12)
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from which there is no rebirth, that Pol
onius returns. His
lack of spiritual rebirth is made impli
cit in the play by
the details concerning the state of his
 core. "I'll lur
the ruts [italics mine] into the neighbo
r room" (III.iv.213),
,Hamlet says. "compounded it with dust
, whereto 'tis kin"
(IV.ii.6), he says, when asked by Rosen
crantz what he has
done with the body. Polonius is, Hamle
t says, "where 'a is
eaten" (IV.iii.19). And, says Hamlet,
 if he can't be found
in heaven or in hell, "you shall nose him 
as you 7o up the
stairs into the lobby" (IV.iii.36-37). 
Hamlet emphasizes
Polonius' physical body, not his spirit
, after his death
Just as he did before it.15
7-701lowing these verbal allusions there m
ay also be
another unit in Polonius' degeneration. 
And that is the
skull of Yorick, which can be seen as a 
graphic illustration
of Polonius' fate. Much has been made by 
critics of the
various "character-splits" in the play, a
nd, in Polonius'
case, it has been discussed in this paper
 how he may not
only represent an aspect of the father ima
go, but may also be
merged with, due to the function involve
d, C'nhelia and Osric.
In the case of Yorick, this yoking or two 
characters takes
the for- of a rroFression. Polonius has 
degenerated from wise
151t may even be a requirement of the 
scapegoat figure,
at least in Shakesneare, that this be so
, since not only
does Hamlet chronicle Polonius' nhysica
l infirmities,
he also castigates the weakness of his own 
flesh. Likewise,
the details of Falstaff's infirmities and 
weakness are
reiterated, and even made into Jests.
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old man to fool to scapegoat, and the skull shows dramatically
the futility, on the spiritual level, of Polonius' sacrifice.
As Knight points out, in this scene, it is the transcience
and triviality of life that Hamlet stresses, just as he does
in his earlier scenes with Polonius.lE Thus, it is made
clear that the sacrifice of Polonius, who devoted all his
energies to the immediate world and neglected the spiritual,
is truncated, unlike that of the hero, who dealt with eternal
matters. Also, the skull may be a graphic statement that
the old order, which died with Polonius, is irrevocably dead,
the resurgence of the new one to be effected by someone
outside of and not touched by the old order.
Besides this progression, however, another asrect of
the scene shows a regression, for it is in this scene that
Hamlet indicates a return to his prior feelings toward the
Polonius family (the ones that occurred prior to the action
of the pla7, shout which heretofore the reader has only heard,
as in Onhelia's speech about Hamlet being "th' expectancy and
rose of the fair state" [III.i.155] ). "Alas, noor Yorick!
I knew him, Horatio, a fellow of infinite jest, of most
excellent fancy. He bath borne me on his back a thousand
times" (V.1.195-196), Hamlet says, at last showing, indirectly,
some remorse for the death of Polonius. For, if Hamlet was
once the "rose" of the "fair state," is it not conceivable
16Knight, pp. 120-121. However, says Knight, in the
skull scene, unlike the earlier ones with Polonius, Hamlet
shows a divine acceptance of these characteristics of life.
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that Polonius once had the nualities described here as well as
an almost fatherly relationship with Ilamlet: after all, most
of the action in the nlay stems from the fact that, to
Hamlet, everything and everybody seems to have changed)-7
Also, significantly, in this scene just as in his scenes with
Polonius, the mention of the fool makes Hamlet think of kings.
"post thou think Alexander looked o' this fashion i' th'
earth?" (V.1.199-200), he says, immediately following the
above quotation. Also, just after the graveyard discourse
with Horatio. Hamlet sees Ophelia's funeral train and says,
"I loved Ophelia" (V.1.271), a fact he has denied all through
the course of the play.
18 Also, in the same scene, he says
of Laertes, from,. whom he has also been estranged, "I loved
you ever" (V.1.292.).
There are several other references in the play to the
contrasting sacrifices. Several of Ophelia's mad speeches
and songs pertain to the difference, especially the following
one: "They say the owl was a baker's daughter. Lord, we
17Cognizance of this change is not limited to Hamlet.
For instance, Fortinbras is pressing for his father's land
back because he, in Claudius's words, believes the "state to
be disjoint and out of frame" (I.11.20). Even Horatio com-
pares the situation to that prior to the fall of Rome (1.1_114-
125).
18A150, the following lines from Hamlet's speech begin-
ning "Alas, poor Yorick"--"Now get you to my lady's chamber,
and tell her, let her paint an inch thick, to this favor she
must come" (V.i.194-6)--refer tack to the following lines from
the "Get thee to a nunnery" scene.--"I have heard of your
paintings, well enough. God bath given you one face, and you
make yourself another" (111.1.1)44-6). The parallel is espec-
ially ironic since Onhelia's funeral train enters immediately
following the scene with Yorick's skull.
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know what we are, but know not what we may be. clod be at
your table" (IV.v.42-44). According to Cirlot, the owl repre-
sents the "dead sun . . . which has set below the horizon
and which is crossing the lake or sea of darkness."19 The
owl thus renresents wisdom in transition. It is pertinent,
too, that this speech occurs while Hamlet (or, as he lc often
referred to in the play and is, symbolically, because of his
heroic role, the "sun") is on the night sea Journey, from
which he returns sniritually fortified. However, the owl,
teinr the creature of, Cirlot says, "death, nirht, cold, and
passivity, "20 does not attain a symbolic rebirth, It, or
Ophelia,flounders and then sinks into the unconscious in the
form of a pond, sirnificantly durinr the time that Hamlet is
at sea. Onhelia nerhans shows what would have happened to
Hamlet—complete radness and death--if he had not embarked.
Ophelia achieves some sniritual insight--thus she stands
midway between Polonius and Hamlet—tut at the cost of and
only because of madness, and even the wisdom gained never
comes to fruition because of her early death. Both Polonius
and Onhelia c (Polonius after his prime is over and Ophelia
before hers) without gaining true spiritual insight, without
which death is a void instead of a fulfillment. Havinr
gained this insirht, Hamlet can leap into Ophelia's rrave and




formed a triad, survives the grave. This action not only
symbolizes his rebirth but also foreshadows his transcending
death at the end of the play.
oreover, the owl image takes on additional neaning
from its heing portrayed as the daughter of a baker; for a
taker represents one who deals only with palpable reality.
Bread is used in the play to describe physical engorgement as
opposed to spiritual c1eansin7, as when Hamlet says, "'A took
my father grossly, full of tread,/ With all his crimes broad
blown" (III.iii.80-1). And, in fact, in Elizabethan times,
the term "baker's daughter" connoted a prostitute. Ophelia,
then, is a child of the flesh only; she is part of that
corporeal world which Hamlet must reject. Only in Hamlet's
case is the corporeal transformed into the spiritual.
Also, the attempt of Claudius to pray has elements in
common with the sacrifice of the fool and contrasts with the
transcendent sacrifice of the hero (in another instance of
the movement from paganism to Christianity in the play).
Claudius' and Polonius' spiritual fates are similar in
that just as Polonius' sacrifice is truncated, Claudius'
prayers remain below, as he says, "r/Ty
thoughts remain below./ Words without
go" (111.111.97-8). This contrast is
mother archetype, too, for, according
words fly up, my
thoughts never to heaven
also tied in with the
to Jacobi, the inside
of a church is also a symbol for the mother.21 Also, of
2-Jacobi, n. 107.
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course, Claudius' prayer, which brings no relief,contrasts
with Hamlet's being transported to heaven b "flights of
angels" (V.11.361).
This inability to ascend is also pointed up by Hamlet's
leaving the corpse of Polonius under the stairs, stairs being
a common symbol, Cirlot says, of spiritual development.
:7teps, he says, are the graphic representation of "'breaking
through' the levels of existence in order to open up the way
from one world to another, establishing a relationship between
heaven, earth and hell (or between virtue, passivity, and
sin)."22 Thus, Polonius, who never "breaks through," is
appropriately positioned beneath the steps in the realm of
hell and sin, a placement which contrasts with Hamlet's
position, because of his virtue, in heaven, and Ophelia's
(who in this aspect of the symbolic schema also stands midway
between Polonius and Hamlet) position, due to her passivity,
in the center, earth.
In his contrast with Hamlet, Polonius is an integral
part of the archetypal schema which arises from the mass
of allusions, connotations, symbols, and references to
ritual. It is the role of Polonius which, by contrasting
with that of Hamlet, makes clear the heroic nature of Hamlet's
role, thereby raising the question of the correlation of the
traditional definition of tragedy as a negation or non-
fulfillment of potential because of some flaw with the
22Cirlot, pn. 297-8.
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presence of the archetvnal level in the play. In this defin-
ition, notential is usually defined as that which would be
possible for the hero in the corporeal world. Thus, Hamlet
Is considered a tragic figure because circumstances or his
own flaws deprive him of his rightful place in society.
However, on the archetypal level Hamlet achieves his potential
by transcending both his corporeal nature and his society via
the rower of symbols. Indeed, it could be that the tradi-
tional definition more aptly describes Polonius who, as the
center of the underplot, is a tragic figure, his death being
the climax of the literal level. Hut when Polonius dies,
the temroral world which he represents begins to be superseded
by the spiritual. It may be that the catharsis that results
from such a tragedy as Hamlet arises from this contrast
between the temporal and the ideal world, from the fact that
the hero at first appears destined to succeed in the temporal
world but then fails, the failure in the temporal world being
attended by success in the realm of the ideal. In this way
traredy affirms sniritual rather than material values.
both sacrifical figures are necessary to bring the
reader or snectator of the play from an involvement with this
corporeal worl: of nature, which in Hamlet is uniformly
referred to as "gross," to a vision of the spiritual. It
Is by annealing to the primal aspect of the reader's mind
that Shakespeare at last transmutes it. As !.gurray says,
what fascinates modern man about Hamlet are the same things
which made our forefathers dance
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all night on the hills, [tear beast and men in
pieces, and Joyously [give up their own bodies to
the most ghastly death, to keep the green world
from dying and to be the saviours of their own
people .23
From the same stirrings that prompted such ancient rituals,
Shakespeare created a work of art that, in its effect, begins
to resemble a religious ceremony. And when this last stage
begins, Polonius, the man behind the arras, has played out
his role.
23Murray, Hamlet and Orestes, p. 25. It may also be
the presence of the archetypal level that makes, as Murray
says, "Aeschylus, Euripides, and Shakespeare . . . strikingly
similar in certain points which do not occur at all In
Saxo or Ambales or the C=reek epic." Ibid., p. 17.
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